
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   Chances Are Omnibus
 
   By P.T. Dilloway
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Book 1:  Chance of a Lifetime
 
   (Chances Are #1)
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  



Part 1:
 
   The Fall
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 1
 
   Like most events in my life, this story begins in a bar.  Squiggy’s is my favorite watering hole, the kind of place where a man can get a drink without too much conversation.  I motion to Big Al the bartender.  “Fill ‘er up?”
 
   After seven shots of bourbon a nosier bartender might ask if I’ve had enough.  Not Big Al.  He knows the drill well enough after twelve years.  He just waddles over and splashes more booze in my glass.  Then he returns to his stool to watch a women’s soccer game from England, the only game on at four in the afternoon.
 
   I watch the screen for a few minutes, but I don’t see the game.  Instead I see Maddy at eight years old; she runs around the backyard with our golden retriever Max in pursuit of the soccer ball.  “Daddy, watch!” she squealed before she kicked the ball into the refrigerator box she used as a goal.
 
   I down another shot of bourbon.  It doesn’t erase the memory from my brain like I hope it would.  “Could you put something else on?” I say.  “I hate this fucking game.”
 
   My memory of Maddy turns to one of her face red, tears in her eyes.  “How could you do that?” Debbie shouted.  She poked me in the chest.  “Do you have any idea how much she was looking forward to you being there?”
 
   That was the last time Maddy asked me to go to one of her soccer games.  It was the last time she asked me to do anything for her.  Six months later I was in a tiny apartment, my stuff still in boxes.  That was exactly twelve years ago.
 
   It’s my anniversary.  Ironic that Debbie and I divorced on the same date as we got married.  I plan to get plastered in this grubby bar to mark the anniversary as I usually do.  Later I’ll drag myself into a cab—or Al will carry me—and I’ll pass out on my lumpy bed.  
 
   Jake used to be the one to drive me home.  He would sit next to me and heroically stick to club soda while I gorged myself on booze.  When I needed it, he would second my sentiments about Debbie and her lawyers and the whole cesspool that is the world.  But after his daughter was diagnosed with cancer about five years ago, he had other priorities.  I don’t blame him for that.
 
   Big Al’s been here all along.  Though tonight, when he thinks I’ve tortured myself enough, he says, “Why don’t you call that daughter of yours?  I’ll even give you the quarters.”
 
   “I don’t need your fucking quarters,” I say.  I reach into my pocket for a handful of change.  There are probably a couple of quarters in there, though at the moment my vision is too blurry to know for sure.  “Anyway, I don’t know where she lives.”
 
   “I’m sure you can find out,” Al says.  “Don’t you cops have computers like on TV?”
 
   “Yeah, probably,” I say with a snort.  Then I wave my hand dismissively.  “She don’t want to talk to me.”
 
   I reach into my wallet and take out a picture of Maddy in a cap and gown, both newsprint gray.  Her face is yellowed because I never bothered to get the clipping laminated.  It’s the only recent photo I have of her.  Debbie’s lawyers made it clear that I was not to see Maddy.  I can’t blame Debbie for that; no sane mother wants her daughter to hang around with a broken-down wreck who smells like rum and lives in a roach-infested flophouse.  She could have at least sent me some pictures so I could have something to remember Maddy by.
 
   She’s twenty-two now, old enough that I can call her if I want to.  She can call me if she wants; I’m listed in the book.  That she hasn’t yet says everything.  I’m not a part of her life anymore, if I ever was in the first place.  And for me she’s just a ghost that rises every year at this time.
 
   “You better leave the bottle,” I tell Big Al and slap down two twenties.
 
   ***
 
   I’m not sure what time it is when I hear a familiar voice ask Big Al for some dollar bills.  I’d know that whiny, high-pitched voice anywhere, even drunk and nearly passed out.  My head is on the bar; I turn it to the right and open my eyes. 
 
   Carl Kovacs, aka the Worm in professional circles.  The Worm’s made a career out of squeezing his tiny body into all sorts of places:  windows, air ducts, and even a garbage can once.  We could have put him in jail for life about ten crimes ago, but the Worm’s other talent is for snitching.
 
   “Hey Worm,” I say and give him a little wave.  “Whatcha doing on this side of town?”
 
   The Worm’s face goes pale as he sees me—paler than usual since like a real worm he rarely sees the sunlight.  He drops the money Big Al gives him on the counter.  “Shit,” he whispers.  
 
   I may be skunked, but I’m still fast enough to get off the stool and collar him before he can make it to the door.  “Where you going?  Can’t I buy you a drink?”
 
   “I don’t want no drink.”
 
   I scoop his money off the counter.  “How about a pack of smokes then?  That’s why you came here, isn’t it?”
 
   “I shoulda gone to that fucking chink grocery.” 
 
   The Worm looks to Al for help.  Big Al starts to wipe down a glass.  “Try not to break anything, would you?  I don’t need the insurance on this dump going up.”
 
   “Look, I don’t want no trouble.  I got nothing to tell you,” the Worm says.
 
   From the way his mouth twitches, I bet he does have something to tell me.  Something big.  I drag him over to a stool and shove him onto it.  I reach into my jacket for two cigarettes.  I put one in his mouth and then catch it before it falls out.  On the second try he holds on to it and keeps it steady enough for me to light it.
 
   “You know how it is, Worm.  You give me the goods and you keep your ass out of jail.”  I light my own cigarette and then blow smoke into his face.  It’s part of our ritual.  If he doesn’t break then the next step is for me to give him a peek at my gun.  That usually makes the Worm think about self-preservation.
 
   “I can’t tell you nothing.”
 
   “Can’t or won’t?”  I sweep aside my jacket on the left side so he can see my .45 in its holster.  He knows it’s loaded; he also knows I don’t bother to bluff.
 
   “Take your pick.  I can’t help you this time.”
 
   “Then I guess I won’t be able to help you.”  I reach behind me for my cuffs.  I give him a nice long look at these.  “What’s it going to be?”
 
   “I’d rather go to jail.  Better there than in the harbor.”
 
   I give him a grin, which is easy enough when I’m drunk.  “You know what they do with guys like you in prison, Carl?  They’ll make you into a pincushion.  In two months you’re going to have to shit standing up.”
 
   The Worm takes a drag on his cigarette.  He’s doing the mental calculations, to weigh his options.  I take the opportunity to down another shot of bourbon.  The bourbon buzzes me a little, just enough that I can’t feel the weight of so much guilt on my shoulders.
 
   “Well?” I prompt him.
 
   He tosses the cigarette on the counter.  “All right, but you didn’t hear this from me.  There’s something big going down at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.”
 
   “Big in what sense?”
 
   “Big as in Lex is going to be there hisself.”
 
   Lex as in Artie Luther.  He got the nickname Lex because of his bald head and also because he’s a real son of a bitch.  We all know he’s behind most organized crime in the city.  The problem is to prove it; people who try to testify against Lex usually wind up in the harbor with a pair of cement shoes.
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “No shit.  Now, can I go?”
 
   “Not yet.  When’s it going down?”
 
   “Tonight.  About midnight.”
 
   I check my watch; it’s ten o’clock.  Just enough time for me to sober up with a few cups of coffee.  “Good.  Now get lost.”
 
   The Worm doesn’t need me to ask again.  Before he can slime out the door, I say, “You better not call in any anonymous tips.  Otherwise you’re really going to piss me off.”
 
   He nods slightly before he leaves.  I call Big Al over for a pot of coffee.  It’ll be a long night.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
   The smart thing to do would be to call Captain Archer for some backup, preferably the SWAT team.  The only problem with that is ninety percent of the force is in bed with Artie Luther; one of them is sure to give him a tip if I make a call.  I ought to at least call my partner.  I consider it for a minute before I shake my head.  This is one of the few nights of the year when Jake gets to spend a whole night with his wife; one of the few nights when he knows he won’t have to bail me out of a tight spot.
 
   Besides, there’s always a chance the Worm had lied.  He could have given me a bum tip for fun or to keep me out of the way while Lex does his dirty business somewhere else.  Might as well go in and then call for backup once the bullets start to fly.
 
   Two pots of coffee and half a pack of cigarettes have cleared my head enough so I can get behind the wheel and not see double.  I’m still moving a little sluggish, but by the time I get to Lennox Pharmaceuticals I’ll be fine.  All I need is the air conditioner on full blast and some Creedence on the stereo to get me the rest of the way to sober.
 
   As “Fortunate Son” comes on, it reminds me of Maddy again.  I remember her in the backseat when she was four.  She whined, “Daddy, what is this?”
 
   “This is music, honey.”
 
   “It’s yucky.”  I popped the tape out and put on her Beauty and the Beast soundtrack.  That was always her favorite movie; she pretty much wore out our VCR with it.  What is her favorite movie now?  I don’t know.  What kind of music does she listen to now?  I don’t know that either.  I don’t know a damned thing about her.
 
   I pop the tape out.  The radio is set to the local sports talk station.  Listening to former or would-be jocks shout doesn’t help sober me up, but it doesn’t make me dredge up old memories either.  
 
   Along the way I try to think what Artie Luther would want with Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  Sure there are a lot of chemicals there he could use to make crystal meth, crack, or other drugs.  He might even be after some of the machinery.  Doesn’t explain why he would be there himself.  A man with as much money as Lex doesn’t need to stoop to grand larceny; he has people for that.
 
   And why Lennox?  There have to be a half-dozen drug companies in the area.  Maybe he has an in with someone who works at the place, someone who can slip him in there without an alarm.  
 
   How did the Worm find out?  A job this big has to be on a need-to-know basis and Lex isn’t stupid enough to involve the Worm.  Could be he overheard something he wasn’t supposed to.  Or maybe Lex fed him a bogus tip.
 
   It’s five minutes later when I get to Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  The company made a big publicity splash five years earlier when they renovated an old factory by the waterfront to use as their new state-of-the-art labs.  The old smokestacks no longer have any smoke coming from them, but I can see lights on inside.  Again I wonder if it’s a trap.  Or maybe I’m on a wild goose chase.
 
   Under other circumstances it would be easy enough to get inside.  I could pull up to the front gate and hold out my badge.  These aren’t normal circumstances.  If the security guard is still alive and conscious then he’s in the employ of Artie Luther; to flash my badge would be a quick way to get six feet under.
 
   I have to do it the old-fashioned way.  I park the car across the street and hide it behind some old pallets.  Before I get out, I make sure I have a couple of extra clips for my gun.  I try to look as casual as possible as I walk around the fence.  I keep my hands in my pockets and look down at the ground as if I’m just out for a little stroll.
 
   The air still has the reek of rotten eggs leftover from when the factories down here still made transistor radios and car bumpers.  The smell is enough to sober me up the rest of the way.  The walk feels good too, a little exercise to limber me up before the big event.
 
   As I walk, I steal a few glances at the fence, to look for a weakness.  It’s a pretty good system, with barbed wire on top of an electrified fence.  No way to climb over that unless I want an impromptu appendectomy.  It’s too low and I’m too fat these days to crawl under it either.
 
   But even the best systems have their holes.  In this case it’s a rickety wooden pier nobody bothered to fence off; they probably figured it would sink on its own soon enough.  Or maybe they figure no one will be crazy enough to try to swim in this water to get on the pier.  Usually they’d be right, but if it means I get to nab Lex then I’m game.
 
   I don’t have to swim, just wade through waist-deep water.  The stuff smells even worse than the air, bad enough to make my eyes water.  I hope there’s nothing toxic in it to give me cancer or turn me radioactive.
 
   I grab onto the rotten pier.  It holds together well enough for me to lever myself onto it.  While I lie there, I hear something slap against the surface of the water.  A boat is on its way to the pier.
 
   And on the bow, like George Washington in that old painting, is Artie Luther.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
   I don’t have time to think.  I just roll off the dock, into the water.  I slide beneath the dock as I hear Lex command his minions to tie the boat up.  I claw at the rotten wood until I get a grip between a couple of slats.  
 
   While I try not to swallow any of the fetid water or mud around me, I hear footsteps on the dock.  I slip one hand into my jacket to pull my gun from its holster.  So long as I don’t make any sounds, they shouldn’t be able to see me down here, but it doesn’t pay to take chances.
 
   Between the cracks of the boards, I see a pair of combat boots.  The boots step over me but no one calls attention to me.  Once the boots take a couple of steps, I can see a pale, gangly man in a black overcoat.  Will O’Neill, referred to as “the Tall Man” because of his height and no one could think of a better nickname.  He’s Lex’s top assassin, responsible for at least two hundred deaths and probably a lot more than that.
 
   Another pair of shoes step over where I lie, a pair of work boots.  These go past to reveal Bobby Blades.  No one’s sure if he was born with the name “Blades” or if he gave it to himself; all we do know is that he uses knives like a surgeon.  He’s O’Neill’s polar opposite:  brown-skinned, short, and mouthy.  “Hurry up, man.  Let’s get in there already.”
 
   “Patience, Robert,” Lex says.  He wears expensive loafers that would be ruined if someone were to push him off the dock.  Someone like me.  I’m tempted.  The only problem is I don’t have anything on him yet except for trespassing.  Whatever he’s up to, I’ve got to let it play out before I can intervene.
 
   The last member of Lex’s crew shows up a minute later.  I know who it is long before I see him just by the way the pier creaks as if it will shatter at any moment.  Thomas “Bruiser” Malloy looks like what you get if you shave a gorilla and then stuff it into a tank top and jeans.  Malloy used to be a boxer, though never a good one.  He’s strong as an ox but dumb as a gnat.  He can take orders and hurt people, which makes him useful to someone like Artie Luther.
 
   I wait until the dock stops shaking from Bruiser’s footsteps before I slide out from beneath the dock.  I crawl to the bank and see the moonlight reflect off Lex’s bald head.  They’re heading for the factory.  Then that’s where I’ll go.
 
   My overcoat is heavy with mud now, so I abandon it on the shore.  I take off in pursuit of Lex and his boys; I try not to go too fast in case they look behind them.  When I see a flash of light from the front gate, I flatten myself against the building.
 
   I peek around the side of the building just in time to see someone lean out of the van that’s pulled up to the gate and chat with the security guard.  A couple of pops later and the security guard is down.  Another tally for the Tall Man no doubt.  The truck’s tires squeal as it backs up.  Soon it’s gone.  The driver might have got more than he bargained for when he signed on to be Lex’s decoy.
 
   I watch from around the corner as they split up.  Lex swipes a card in front of a security reader—probably something he picked up from his decoy—and then disappears into the building with Bruiser.  The Tall Man and Blades head for the front door.  It’s choose your own adventure moment.  I can follow Lex and see what he’s up to or Tall Man and Blades, who will probably take care of the rest of the building’s security.
 
   It’s not much of a choice.  As much as I want to get Lex, I don’t want any more innocent people killed.  So I get down into a crouch that makes my knees scream and then scurry as fast as I can towards the front doors.
 
   Along the way I take my cell phone from my pocket.  Now’s the time to call for backup.  There’s no signal.  Shit.  Either Lex has jammed the signal or else he bribed the local carriers to “accidentally” lose coverage in this area for an hour or two.  You can do stuff like that when you’re the mob kingpin of a major city.
 
   For now, I’m on my own.
 
   ***
 
   By the time I reach the doors, I hear two soft pops.  Another guard down, or else some poor schmuck working late.  I peek through the doors to see a pair of feet sticking out from behind a reception desk.
 
   I bolt inside and throw myself against the wall behind the desk.  I get a better look at the dead man, a security guard about my age, with a beer gut that spills over his waist.  Doesn’t even have a gun on him, just a taser.  Poor bastard.
 
   I pick up the phone at his desk.  The line’s been cut.  Maybe there’s a phone somewhere else in the building that will work.  That is if Lex didn’t bribe the phone company to turn off those lines too.  Only one way to find out.
 
   I turn left and run past a bank of elevators.  As I do, I catch sight of Blades and the Tall Man down the hall, at the stairs.  I break into a run to catch up to them.  I throw open the stairway door.  I can hear footsteps below me.  I look down and see Blades going downstairs, probably into the basement.
 
   I try to line up a shot from the stairwell, but the angles are no good.  I’ll have to get in closer to take the bastard down.  I descend the stairs as quietly as a guy who’s six-three and two hundred thirty pounds can, which is to say not very.  It probably sounds like a buffalo is charging down the steps after him.
 
   I stop at the last landing before the bottom of the stairs; the hair on the back of my neck stands up.  It’s an instinct honed after thirty years as a cop.  Turns out my instinct is right; a knife flies through where my head was a few seconds ago.  Then I hear a door slam shut.
 
   It’s dark in the basement.  I’m tempted to get out my cigarette lighter, but that will give Blades an easy way to home in on me.  Instead I feel around with my hands like a blind man.  It reminds me of when I had to go downstairs in the house I shared with Debbie whenever a fuse blew out.
 
   I shuffle a few yards and then listen for any sounds.  All I hear is the creak of machines and the hiss of pipes.  I have no idea what Blades would want down here.  Does Lex hope they keep some old treasures down here?
 
   After a couple of minutes I see what he’s up to.  He stands in a wire mesh cage and faces a big metal box with a lot of wires.  It’s not unlike the fuse box in my basement, except that he’s pulling out the fuses.  That will take down power to the entire building, to deactivate whatever security they might have.
 
   I get behind Blades, the barrel of my gun lined up with the center of his back.  If the shot doesn’t kill him, then it’ll at least cripple him.  I click off the safety.  “Turn around slow, Blades.  You’re going to be sitting out the rest of this dance.”
 
   “You can’t stop us, pig,” he says.
 
   “We’ll see about that.  Turn around, now.  Unless you want to spend the rest of your life pissing into a catheter bag.”
 
   Blades starts to turn around.  As he does, though, his left hand brushes against a switch.  The light in the cage goes out.  I pull the trigger; the flash from the barrel lets me see for a moment that Blades is already on the move.
 
   I feel the blade slash across my left forearm.  I grunt with pain while I thrash around with my right hand and hope to connect with something.  All I get is air.  The hair on the back of my neck stands up again.  I pick my left foot up and sweep it around.  This time I hit something.  I hear Blades grunt and the clatter of something metal on the floor.
 
   I reach into the pocket of my suit jacket and take out my lighter.  Blades scrambles to his feet.  I fire again, but he rolls to the right, his instincts almost as good as mine.  He takes another knife out.  He wastes little time to throw it at me.  I’ve already dropped the lighter as I dive to the left.  There’s a sharp pain in my shoulder when I land; I’m not as young and flexible as I used to be.
 
   “Give it up, pig,” Blades says.
 
   I’m sure by now Blades has another knife, or maybe the first one he dropped.  I don’t even have my lighter now to see him.  Though unless he’s part cat, he can’t see me either.  The best either of us can hope for is to stumble into the other first.
 
   I do have one advantage, though:  Blades likes to talk.  “When I find you, I’m going to gut you like a fish.  Then I’m going to cut you into little pieces to take home and feed to my dog.”
 
   His voice is like sonar I can use to track him down.  While he goes on about all the things he’s going to do to me, I crawl across the floor to home in on him.  I turn my pistol around, to grip it by the barrel.  “When I’m done, there won’t be enough left of you—”
 
   I silence him with a whack across the neck.  It’s a good thing I carry a big .45 and not some pansy gun.  Though I’m pretty sure I’ve got him knocked out, I hit him again.  I shake him a couple of times to make sure.
 
   I feel around to locate my cigarette lighter.  I flick it to life and see Blades passed out on the floor.  I take out my handcuffs and attach one to his wrist.  Then I drag him over to the edge of the cage.  The mesh is wide enough that I can slip the cuff around it.  That ought to keep him for a little while.
 
   I make sure to take all of his knives off of him.  Then I go over to the fuse box.  I try to flick the switch he touched before the light went out, but it doesn’t do any good.  Something’s blown out or else the system needs time to restart.  
 
   Either way, I’ve got to do the rest of this in the dark.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 4
 
   It’s not entirely dark on the second floor.  There’s a dim red glow in the corridors from the exit signs.  That’s better than nothing, I suppose.
 
   I find a lunchroom on the second floor.  With some help from my cigarette lighter, I see a phone on the wall.  No signal there either.  The lines are dead.  Big surprise.
 
   In the glow of the cigarette lighter, I see blood seep from the wound on my arm.  I take off my suit jacket, followed by my shirt.   The left sleeve of my shirt comes off easily enough.  I tie it around the wound as a makeshift bandage.  Then I put my suit jacket back on over my undershirt. 
 
   I climb up the stairs to the third floor.  As I open the stairway door, I get another feeling.  I flatten myself just as I hear the wheeze of a silencer.  The Tall Man is up here.  Not a surprise since he didn’t go downstairs with Blades.
 
   I lunge through the doorway and scurry behind a corner.  I peek around the corner to try to catch a glimpse of him.  There’s only the flicker of a shadow against one wall.  This is where I wish I had Jake to help me.  With two of us we could use a pincer maneuver to corner him.  By myself I’ll have to hope I can get lucky.
 
   I can’t expect the Tall Man to give himself away by talking smack either.  That’s not his style.  He won’t say a word even as he puts a bullet into me.  I’ll have to hope he makes some other mistake.
 
   It would be suicide to go around the corner, so I trot down the corridor as fast as I can.  There’s another corner here.  I peek around it to look for any sign of the Tall Man.  I can’t see anything.  That doesn’t mean he isn’t there.
 
   I start down the corridor and hope for the best.  If I’m lucky he’ll still be watching over by the stairway, to wait for me to come out.  Then maybe I can sneak up on him.
 
   No such luck.  I hear the cough of the silencer.  I throw myself to the floor just in time.  Before he can fire again, I roll to my right.  There’s a door there.  I flatten myself against it and try the knob with one hand.  It’s locked.
 
   I count to three before I run back into the corridor.  Before the Tall Man can get a bead on me, I run back towards the door and barrel into it as hard as I can.  The door gives way.  I tumble through the doorway and land on my face in someone’s office.  There’s a desk, file cabinets, and a shelf of books with scientific names.  A degree on the wall identifies the office as that of Dr. Gita Nath.
 
   I roll over to beside the doorway and then get into a crouch.  I count to three before I stick my head around the corner.  A second later a bullet almost gives me an impromptu facelift.  I jerk my head back before the Tall Man can adjust his aim.
 
   I decide I’d better adjust my position.  I make a break for the other side of the doorway.  Another bullet hits the tile floor just behind my left foot.  That’s twice I’ve gotten lucky.  Especially lucky because in the darkness of the hallway, the only way for the Tall Man to have seen me so easily is that he must have a pair of fancy goggles on to let him see in the dark.  Since his shots were a little bit off, they’re probably infrared goggles that let him see my heat signature.
 
    I look around the office for anything else that might be of use to end the standoff.  Unfortunately Nath isn’t the kind of doctor who has a bazooka or flamethrower in her office.  The thought of a flamethrower gives me an idea. 
 
   If the Tall Man really does have infrared goggles, then maybe I can give him something else to shoot at.  I reach into my jacket for my cigarette lighter.  Now all I need is something flammable to light on fire.
 
   I search through Dr. Nath’s drawers, at least those that aren’t locked.  It turns out the doctor is a bit of a germaphobe, which isn’t a surprise given her line of work.  In a bottom drawer I find an industrial-sized bottle of hand sanitizer.  That should work well enough.
 
   I dump out the entire bottle of sanitizer on Nath’s office chair.  Lucky for me it’s a cloth one, not leather.  Then I wheel it over by the doorway.  I’m not religious by any means, but I still say a prayer as I strike my cigarette lighter.
 
   It takes a moment for the sanitizer to light.  When it does there’s a whoosh, followed by a burst of blue flame.  I drop to my hands and knees behind the chair.  Now it’s time to put my ruse into action.
 
   I stay behind the chair as I wheel it into the hallway.  Once I get it into the center of the hallway, I drop to the floor.  My hope is he’ll hit the chair and not me.  I get my wish; three shots go through the back of the chair, over my head.  Though it doesn’t matter, I hold my breath and wait for the Tall Man to check out his handiwork.
 
   I hear his boots on the tile.  I wait for a couple more seconds before I jump to my feet.  He stands in the center of the hallway, the gun still aimed at the flaming chair as I take the safety off my pistol.  “Drop it!” I shout.  He does so.
 
   I kick the chair out of the way, followed by his pistol.  Then I rip the red-lensed goggles from his eyes.  He grunts, which for him is like a scream.  Maybe I should keep the goggles, but I don’t have any idea how they work and there isn’t time to learn.  So I toss them down the hallway.  Then I motion for him to step into Dr. Nath’s office. 
 
   “Time for you and I to have a little chat.”
 
   ***
 
   I use the power cord from a lamp in Dr. Nath’s office to tie the Tall Man to a chair.  His eyes are watery, but they follow me as I pace in front of him.  “What’s Lex doing here?” I ask him.
 
   When the Tall Man doesn’t say anything, I pick up Dr. Nath’s stapler.  I use it like a brass knuckle to hit the Tall Man across his pale horse face.  He grunts with pain, but still doesn’t say anything.  Jake’s not here to play good cop, so I hit the bastard again.  “You want to have any teeth left, you better start talking,” I say.
 
   The Tall Man still doesn’t say anything.  I hit him a couple more times.  A gash opens up on his cheek.  “What’s he doing here?” I ask.
 
   When he still doesn’t talk, I decide on another approach.  I stick the barrel of my pistol between his legs.  Even the Tall Man isn’t immune to this form of persuasion.  “Don’t,” he says.
 
   “So you can talk.  It’s a fucking miracle.”  I take the safety off my pistol.  “What does Lex want here?”
 
   “Some drug they’re working on.”
 
   “Why?”  When I don’t get an answer right away, I push my gun harder into his crotch.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “The hell you don’t.  Unless you want your friends to start calling you the Tall Woman, you better start being cooperative.”
 
   “He wants to sell it.”
 
   “To who?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  For the first time I see real panic on the Tall Man’s face.  “He hasn’t said anything!”
 
   “I believe you.”  I pull the gun back a little.  “Where is he?”
 
   “Fifth floor.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I take the thickest book off the shelf.  I hit him across the jaw with it.  There’s a snap of bone and a scream.  I’ve probably broken his jaw.  He’s still conscious, though.  Another whack from the book takes care of that.
 
   I leave the book on the desk and the Tall Man tied to the chair.  It’s time to go find Luther.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
   There’s no one to welcome me to the fifth floor with knives or bullets.  I keep my pistol ready anyway, just in case.  I’m not sure where Lex is on this floor or if he’s still here.  Why he wants to steal and sell a drug is beyond me.  Seems a bit penny ante for Lex, given how much he makes off one shipment of coke or heroin or whatever else he’s into.
 
   Before I have any more time to consider this, a door beside me flies open.  A beefy hand reaches out to grab me by the collar.  A moment later I’m airborne.  Another moment later, I hit the wall hard enough that my pistol flies out of my hand.
 
   I collapse forward, onto a table.  Unluckily for me, the table is covered in all sorts of beakers, tubes, and vials.  It’s like one of those old Westerns as Bruiser sweeps me along the table; shattered glass cuts my face and chest.  I run headfirst into another wall. 
 
   Bruiser turns me over so I can look up at him.  “Boss says to get rid of you, pig,” he says.  I’d say something witty, but I haven’t caught my breath yet.
 
   He grabs me by the lapels of my jacket and then flings me across the room as if I’m a football.  I’m somewhat lucky to land on the floor, instead of on the edge of a counter or anything that could knock me out or break my neck.  It still doesn’t feel good as I lie there and bleed from dozens of tiny cuts.
 
   Before Bruiser can get me again, I scramble to my knees.  Discretion being the better part of valor, I run.  Bruiser is big and strong, but he isn’t fast.  I’m old, slow, and dinged up, but it’s still easy enough for me to put some distance between us.  I’m not sure where to go; I just know I need a moment to think things over.
 
   I bash through another door; my shoulder screams with pain.  I shut the door behind me, although I know it won’t do a damned bit of good.  Then I turn and nearly give myself a heart attack.
 
   I’m in a zoo.  Or maybe a pound would be a better description.  There are rows of metal cages all around me.  In them I see mice, rats, rabbits, and on up to a couple of chimps.  The animals start to get fussy when they see me; the smaller ones hide in the corners of their cages while the bigger ones slam at the bars.  Each cage is tagged with a number and a basic description of their purpose.  I see a couple with Dr. Nath’s name on them.
 
   I don’t take any more time to read the labels.  Bruiser is dumb, but it won’t take him long to find me.  I look around for a weapon.  I’m about to grab a chair to use like a lion tamer when I see something else, something much more fitting:  a tranquilizer gun.  No doubt it’s so the animals in here can’t rebel against their owners.
 
   I use my elbow to bash open the case for the tranquilizer gun.  The animals start to go nuts as they watch me load the thing.  They say animals can sense when natural disasters are going to happen; maybe that extends to manmade ones too.  The door bursts open with a thunderous crack that knocks it off its lower hinges.
 
   “You can’t hide, copper,” Bruiser says.  He takes a couple of steps towards me.  I see that he has a length of pipe he probably tore out of a wall.
 
   I kick the cage nearest to me.  It’s not enough to open the thing, but the lock is weakened enough for the chimp inside to break out.  It’s a fifty-fifty proposition on whether he’ll come after me or Bruiser.  Maybe the monkey is smart enough to remember who helped release it, because it goes after Bruiser.  
 
   The chimp moves faster than I think possible and then throws itself into the air, towards Bruiser.  He swings the length of pipe like a baseball bat and connects with the chimp’s skull.  The chimp goes down in a heap on the floor.  But his sacrifice is not in vain.  I use the distraction to pump three darts into Bruiser’s back.
 
   He turns to me; he still clutches the now-bloody pipe.  He stomps towards me, ready to finish me off.  Before he can, his knees wobble.  He collapses to the floor, the boxer KO’d by animal tranquilizers.  I drop the tranquilizer gun to the floor and then sigh with relief.
 
   I drag Bruiser into an empty monkey cage.  It seems a fitting place to leave him.
 
   Then it’s off to find Lex.
 
   ***
 
   In the lab I find my .45 on the floor.  I change out the magazine to put in a fresh one in case the old clip got damaged.  I wish I had time to strip down the weapon to make sure it still works, but there’s no time.  I have to find Lex before he takes off.
 
   As I turn a corner, I hear Artie Luther’s voice.  “I’m losing patience, Doctor.  I want the formula for the serum.”
 
   “I don’t have it here,” a woman’s voice says.  “It’s in my office.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”  There’s a hiss of static following this.  “Thomas?  Thomas, come in.”  There’s nothing but more static.  “William?  Robert?”
 
   By the time he’s done, I’m at the door.  “It appears we’re about to have company,” Lex says.
 
   I spin into the middle of the doorway to pull off a shot that will get Lex in his big, bald head.  Instead I see him facing the doorway, an Indian woman in a lab coat pressed against him.  Lex has the barrel of a nickel-plated pistol against the Indian woman’s temple.  
 
   The nametag on her lab coat reads, “Dr. G. Nath.”  She’s the one whose office I broke into on the third floor, where I left the Tall Man.  Lex gives me a smug grin as he sees me.  “Hello, Detective Fischer.  So good to see you again.”
 
   “It’ll be better to see you at your funeral,” I say.  Maybe not the best comeback, but I’ve lost a pint or two of blood.  I tighten my grip on my pistol.  “Let the girl go.”
 
   Dr. Nath’s eyes narrow in a way that indicates she doesn’t like to be referred to as a girl.  Tough shit.  This isn’t the time for political correctness.  “I will do no such thing,” Lex says.  “You, however, will lower your weapon and let us walk out of here.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because otherwise you’ll be responsible for this dear woman’s death.”
 
   “You shoot her and I shoot you.”
 
   “Perhaps.”  Lex grins wider.  “This is what they mean by a Mexican standoff.  I trust you neutralized my associates?”
 
   “If you mean that I knocked out your thugs, yeah.  All three of them are sleeping like babies right now.”  I motion to him with my gun.  “You might as well join them.”
 
   Lex stares back at me.  Sweat starts to form on his forehead.  “I know all about you, Detective,” he says.  “You’re a brave and honorable police officer.  All those commendations and medals.  A man like you isn’t going to let an innocent woman die.”
 
   “Yeah?  You want to bet your life on it?”
 
   “Are you ready to bet her life on it?” Lex says.  He cocks his pistol.  Nath’s eyes go wide.  She stares at me; her eyes plead with me to do something.
 
   I take a step away from the door.  “Go on, you son of a bitch.”
 
   “Thank you, Detective,” Lex says and I’d like to punch myself for it.  He steps out of the room with his human shield turned to face me.  He’s not stupid enough to give me an opening to shoot him, not unless I want to hit Dr. Nath.
 
   At the end of the hallway, in front of the door for the stairs, she screams, “Help me!”
 
   To walk down five flights of stairs with a human shield is an awkward and slow proposition.  So Lex pushes the doctor to the floor to get rid of her.  He could shoot her, but in the time that would take, I’d line up a shot on him.
 
   I race down to the end of the hall and kneel down in front of her.  She sobs and shivers despite the lab coat.  I take off my suit jacket to put around her shoulders.  “Thank you,” she says.
 
   “You’ve got to get out of here.  Run down to the nearest place that’s open and call for the police.  Got it?”
 
   “Can’t you stay with me?”
 
   “’Fraid not.”  I take off down the stairs then and hope Nath won’t go into shock or blubber until Lex’s thugs escape captivity.  In the meantime, there’s still a chance I can catch Luther.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
   I hope to catch Lex on the stairs or at least in the building, but the weasel can run fast when he wants to.  I open the stairway to the ground floor in time to see him run through the front doors.  I plunge on after him.
 
   There’s no getaway car in the driveway, which is a relief.  Instead, he heads back towards the pier and the boat he came here on.  I’m not quite to the pier when he reaches the end of it.  As he unties his boat, I try to line up a shot.  It goes wide and hits nothing at all.  Jake always says I couldn’t hit an elephant unless it stood on me.
 
   The shot does at least get his attention.  He fires back at me.  His bullet might be closer, but still misses.  It does get me to break my stride for a few seconds.  By the time I can get a head of steam up again, he’s got the boat untied.
 
   He jumps on board as I get halfway down the pier.  I try another shot that hits the boat and makes a hole in its hull.  He looks up at me and then squeezes off four shots in quick succession.  I flatten myself on the rotten pier, which is what he wants.
 
   I hear the boat’s engine start up.  I’m almost out of time.  I push myself to my feet.  I run faster than I have in twenty years to the end of the pier.  As I reach the end, I hurl myself into the air. 
 
   I’m lucky Luther has a small boat, the back of its hull low enough that I manage to land on top of it, next to the motor.  I hear something crack—probably a couple of ribs—and groan with pain.  The impact also shakes the gun from my hand.  I see it on the bottom of the boat as I start to push myself on board.
 
   My ungraceful landing has drawn Lex’s attention.  He comes back from the front of the boat, his gun aimed at my head.  He squeezes the trigger.  Nothing happens.  
 
   As I reach for the pistol at my feet, Lex lets out an animal snarl.  He grabs the nearest thing handy—an oar—and then hits me in the face with it.  I groan in pain again and drop to my knees.  The oar’s shattered in the middle, which leaves a few sharp edges at the end still in Lex’s hands.  
 
   Before he can use that to slit my throat, I punch him in the midsection.  It’s his turn to groan with pain this time.  I hit him again in the face and the oar falls from his hands.  Another punch and he’s down on the floor of the boat.
 
   I grab him by the lapels of his suit.  “It’s over for you, Lex.”
 
   “Not yet,” he says.  He raises his right hand and I see a syringe filled with something pink.  Before I can react, he stabs me in the neck with the syringe.  He pushes down on the plunger to bury the needle deeper into my neck.
 
   There’s a tingle in my neck and then my entire body goes numb.  My hands release Lex.  I fall backwards, onto the floor of the boat.  I stare up at the orange-brown sky that represents night in the city.  I desperately want to move, but every muscle in my body is frozen.
 
   Lex’s face appears over me.  A moment later, so does the barrel of my pistol.  “Goodnight, Detective,” he says.
 
   I have just enough time to see Maddy’s face in my mind.  Then there’s a boom and a flash of light.
 
   ***
 
   I have the strangest dream.  When it begins I’m underwater.  It’s one of those out-of-body experiences they talk about on television, where I can see myself.
 
   It shouldn’t come as a surprise that I’ve got an anchor chained to my leg.  Lex probably chopped off the anchor from the boat so he could weigh down my body to make sure it stays at the bottom of the harbor.  
 
   From my vantage I can see I’ll have a lot of company.  It’s already a graveyard down here.  I can see one skeleton in a zoot suit, another in a leisure suit, and still another in a tracksuit.  I’m a lot more casually dressed in my undershirt and pants.
 
   There’s something else I can see from where I hover:  the red hole in the center of my forehead, made by my own gun.  Makes me wonder why I’m still here if I’m dead.  Maybe I’m a ghost.  Or maybe this is just a dream.  The latter would be preferable; I don’t want to rattle around chains for all eternity or whatever ghosts are supposed to do.
 
   I’m not weighted well enough to land on my feet.  When I hit bottom I come down on my left side.  That was always the side I slept on when I shared a bed with Debbie.  Now I just share the bottom of the harbor with a bunch of corpses.  I suppose that’s an appropriate end to the life of Detective Steve Fischer, world-class screw-up.
 
   It’s too bad I’ll never get to see Maddy again.  I call to mind the clipping I took from the newspaper and try to imagine her face.  If I’m a ghost, will I get to haunt her?  At least that way I might be able to check up on her, see how she’s doing.  The only problem is I have no idea where she lives.  By now she could be across the country in LA or Seattle or she might be on another continent, in Paris or London.
 
   As I think about this, a funny thing happens:  the wound in my head starts to close.  At first I think I must be seeing things, but within a few seconds the hole is gone; only a pink mark remains.  Even that is gone after a few more seconds.  The rest of the cuts and scratches on my body from the broken glass Bruiser ran me through disappear as well.
 
   My eyes don’t open.  I don’t return to my body.  I still lay there on the bottom of the harbor, only now my wounds are gone.  Not that it will matter in a few months when I’m a bunch of bones.
 
   Then I notice something else:  my hair is growing.  Not just growing, but turning from gray back to its natural brown.  It gets shaggy like when I was a kid, but then it continues to grow.  It grows to my shoulders, far longer than I ever wore it.  It just keeps on going until it’s halfway down my back.
 
   The hair isn’t the only thing about my head that’s changing.  My face thins, my jaw narrows, and my nose shrinks to lose that gin blossom look.  The stubble on my jaw and cheeks turns brown, then to white peach fuzz, and then disappears entirely.
 
   The changes don’t stop there.  My arms turn thinner as the flab melts away, along with most of the muscle.  My hands get thinner too; my fingers narrow until they seem dainty.  The fingernails get longer, much longer than I ever kept them.  
 
   My middle age spread gets smaller and smaller until it’s gone entirely.  At the same time my waist gets narrower.  With this change, my pants and boxer shorts slip off to collect down around my ankles.  What the hell is going on?
 
   The answer becomes clearer once my chest changes.  Beneath my undershirt, my breasts inflate and become rounder—like a woman’s.  The wet fabric of my shirt presses against them tight enough that I can see nipples stand out at full attention.  From my vantage I get a good look at my ample cleavage.
 
   That all might have been a turn-on if it were happening to someone else’s body.  But this sick joke is happening to my body.  It gets even sicker when my manhood disappears.  My penis pulls back like a scared turtle; it crawls back farther and farther until it’s retracted inside of me.  Skin and hair cover the hole, until there’s no trace of it.
 
   My legs are the last things to change.  Like my arms, they become thinner, all the fat and most of the muscle stripped away.  Even my feet get thinner; they shrink and taper at the same time until they seem as small as my feet when I was ten.
 
   The advantage of these last changes is that the anchor attached to my leg slips right off.  My pants and boxer shorts go along for the ride, so that from the waist down I’m naked.  Just like that, this new female version of me is free.  She floats right towards me.  I want to move back, but I can’t.
 
   When we merge it’s like an electric shock runs through me.  The next thing I know, I’m looking up towards the surface of the water.  I try to kick, but something heavy restricts me.  I realize it’s my undershirt, which is now about five sizes too big.  I waste precious air grappling with it, until it too sinks to the bottom with the rest of my clothes.  
 
   These arms and legs aren’t as strong, so it’s hard to see if I’m making any progress at all as I kick and paddle.  I keep at it though, desperate to live.  My lungs begin to burn; they demand fresh air in them.  I think of Maddy again; that helps to spur me along.  I keep her face in the front of my mind as I break through the surface of the water—
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   Chapter 7
 
   I wake up to something wet and slimy in my face.  I wipe at it with one hand, to push it away from my face.  As I do, I feel it all around my head, down my back.  I give it a good tug only to feel a sharp pain in my scalp.
 
   I open my eyes at the pain.  When I see two full, round breasts, I scream.  I’ve heard enough screams in my time on the force to know a woman’s scream when I hear it.  I clap a hand over my mouth to try to silence the sound.
 
   It wasn’t a dream!  What I saw in the harbor actually happened.  I hold out my hand and note it’s just as thin—as dainty—as what I remember from the dream.  I touch one hand to my forehead, where the bullet wound was.  It’s gone.
 
   I should scream again and perhaps run around in circles out of panic.  But despite everything else, my instincts are still the same.  Instincts honed by thirty years as a cop kick in.  I think back to what happened and try to piece a timeline together.
 
   I went to Lennox Pharmaceuticals on a tip.  I found Artie Luther there with some of his goons.  I got Luther alone.  We struggled.  He stabbed me with a syringe.  My whole body went limp.  I passed out.  Then that crazy dream.  And now—
 
   Now I’m a woman.  It seems implausible, but I only need to look down again to know it’s true.  That syringe.  What the hell was in it?  Some kind of toxic chemical?  Something radioactive?
 
   No, that’s stupid.  This isn’t a Spider-Man comic.  There’s a logical explanation for everything—or as logical as an explanation can get under the circumstances.  I need to go back to Lennox and ask what the hell was in that syringe.
 
   Just a couple of problems:  first, I’m naked and second, no one will believe me.  If I show up there naked and scream about an instant sex change, I’ll wind up in the loony bin.  That is if I make it that far.  It doesn’t take long for something bad to happen to a naked woman on these streets.
 
   I take a deep breath to relax, and then try to figure out where I am.  I’m on a metal pier.  I must have grabbed it when I surfaced and then pulled myself up.  The city’s skyline looms over me, the skyscrapers still lit up for night.  How long until morning?  I’d better find some clothes before then.  That’s my first priority.
 
   The pier I’ve beached on is actually part of a private marina.  In front of me are a dozen small boats.  None of them seem to have any people aboard at the moment.  Still, maybe I can find something to cover myself with on board one of the boats.
 
   I get to my feet too fast; my head spins.  I almost topple back into the water, but at the last moment I grab a metal pole with a reflector on it.  I take a couple more breaths to try to collect my strength, such as it is.  It doesn’t work; I double over and puke into the water.  Apparently this girl can’t hold her liquor.  The gallon of bourbon I drank at Squiggy’s tastes three times worse as it comes back up.
 
   I kneel on the pier; a trickle of puke dangles from one corner of my mouth and my entire body shakes.  I have to use the pole like a cane to lever myself up.  My legs are still wobbly when I take a step, but this time I keep my balance.
 
   My first steps as a woman are hesitant.  I still have two legs and ten toes, but my feet are a lot smaller now.  These breasts sticking out also shift my balance.  The wobbly pier doesn’t help either.
 
   I need five steps before I start to get the hang of it.  The important thing is not to take too big of steps, to remember that these legs are shorter.  Baby steps, I tell myself. 
 
   With these baby steps I make it to the end of the pier.  Now comes the most difficult part:  I have to jump from the metal pier to a cement wall that runs on the side of the marina.  It’s difficult not only because my body is different, but also because I’m naked.  I have to be careful not to cut my bare feet on the cement.  
 
   After I size up the situation, I know it’s too far to jump.  Instead I get up next to the cement wall and then try to pull myself up.  I almost fall back onto the pier, but barely manage to keep my balance.  With a surge of effort I make it onto the wall.
 
   From there it’s easy enough to get onto the wooden docks that run between the boats.  I decide to try one of the yachts first; its owners are richer and thus more likely to leave spare clothes around.  I can’t turn on any lights, so I have to go by the dim lights of the marina and the moonlight.
 
   I feel my way through the galley; my tiny new stomach gives a queasy groan to signal it doesn’t want to think about food right now.  There’s a stateroom past the galley.  The bed’s made up, which means no one should be aboard.
 
   I search through the drawers beneath the bed and against one wall.  Nothing.  Not even a sock left behind.  The closet yields the same result.  Damn it!  My face turns warm.  Something tickles my cheek.  I put a finger to my cheek and realize I’m crying.  I haven’t cried in thirty years.
 
   “Oh shit,” I say, but it’s not the gruff voice roughened by years of cigarettes and booze.  This voice is high and sweet, like a little songbird.  “Shit,” I say again.
 
   Out of morbid curiosity I go to the head.  I forget about subtlety and turn on the light.  In the mirror is a woman’s face, her cheeks red and eyes wet.  At least those eyes are the same color.  They’re still my eyes.  What’s strange is there aren’t any wrinkles around them.  No crow’s feet or laugh lines anywhere.  Not even any creases on the forehead.  I look as young as Maddy in the picture I kept in my wallet.  I wonder again what the hell was in that syringe that could make me not only a woman, but also thirty years younger.
 
   I hold up my left hand; the woman in the mirror does the same.  I force myself to smile and so does she.  Good Christ, this is real!  I brush soggy brown tresses forward to cover up my breasts, like how they paint Eve in images from the Bible.  The hair doesn’t cover everything, but it’s less indecent now.  Too bad there aren’t any fig leaves for my bottom half.
 
   I click off the light; the woman’s image disappears.  I wipe at my eyes and sniffle a couple of times.  After another deep breath, I go out the way I came in.  Then I move on to another boat.
 
   The best I can find after I search five boats is a dark blue windbreaker left on the back of a captain’s chair.  The man who left it there is the same size as I used to be.  From the way the coat fits, I’m at least nine inches shorter than that now.  The sleeves dangle as if I’m a child, but the hem of the coat covers up my naughty bits.
 
   I zip up the coat all the way to my chin, relieved that I can’t see my breasts anymore.  It’s ironic that after all the time I looked at nudie magazines I can’t stand to see myself as a naked woman.  I shiver as I think of what any man who finds me like this will do to me; he’ll do a lot more than look, that’s for sure.
 
   There are some galoshes next to the seat.  Like the coat they’re much too big for me; they look like clown shoes on my tiny feet.  Still, they should protect my feet well enough from splinters, stones, broken glass, and other hazards.
 
   I hurry off the boat.  I hear the creak of a gate nearby.  I crouch down and try to make myself as small as possible.  A man with fishing poles and a tackle box is on the dock.  Why anyone would want to fish in this harbor I have no idea.  There’s probably enough mercury in each fish to fill ten thermometers.  
 
   The man whistles a jaunty tune as he boards one of the sailboats.  As he gets his boat ready, he doesn’t seem to notice me.  I wait until he bends down to sprint for the gate he came in from.  “Hey!” he calls out, but I don’t stop.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 8
 
   I’m lucky to be on the streets in that rare golden hour when most of the criminals have passed out and the good people haven’t woke up yet.  The few people around are drunk enough or smart enough to mind their own business.  I manage to walk—run really—the forty blocks to my apartment building without any serious trouble.  I do hear a couple of belated catcalls, but no one’s quick enough to stop me.
 
   Now that I’ve got my land legs under me, it’s easy enough to run in this body.  I’m not carrying around thirty pounds of fat anymore.  In fact I’m so healthy that by the time I get to the building I’m not winded.
 
   That’s just as well because the elevator is broken again, which means I have to climb five flights of stairs.  Usually when this happens it takes me the better part of an hour to get up to my apartment after breaks to catch my breath and then lose it again when I smoke a cigarette on the landing.  So far I haven’t felt any nicotine cravings, though that might change in a day or two.
 
   The obvious problem is my keys are gone along with everything else.  I don’t really have a plan on how to get inside.  It’s not like I can ask one of my neighbors to help me out.  We weren’t on the best of terms before tonight and there’s no way they’ll believe me now.  As I trot up the stairs I just hope to figure out a way inside when I get there.
 
   It turns out someone’s already taken care of that problem for me.  I see the door open from down the hallway.  I instinctively reach to my shoulder, where my gun should be, but only get a handful of jacket over my breast.  I flatten myself against the wall so I can approach slowly.  That’s tough to do in rubber boots several sizes too big.
 
   As I close in, I can see whoever opened the door did an amateur job of it; the lock is busted open with a crowbar.  This is intentional, so the police will know it’s an amateur robbery and not the work of organized crime.  Luther wants to pin my disappearance on a robbery gone wrong so he doesn’t take any heat from it.
 
   I stick my head in the doorway.  I don’t own a lot of stuff, but what I do have is either on the floor or vanished.  The TV, VCR, and radio are gone from in front of the couch, which is turned over on the floor.  I don’t hear anyone inside; whoever did the job has probably left by now.  When someone comes to look for me—or Luther plants an anonymous tip—they’ll see the evidence of the crime.
 
   And where will I be when that happens?  I can sit in here and wait.  I could even call the police myself.  Then what will I tell them?  That Artie Luther shot me up with some weird drug and now I’m a young girl?  No one will buy that.  If I plead loud enough maybe I can get them to do a DNA test.  Would that prove I’m who I say I am?  Did the drug change my DNA too?  That’s much too scientific for me to know.
 
   I need to go somewhere and think things over.  Get some rest, maybe even a shower.  First I need some clothes.  I step over the pieces of broken glass from pictures of little Maddy on the floor.  The bedroom isn’t much better than the living room.  My entire wardrobe is laid out on the floor, along with the mattress, which has been slashed open.  Whoever did this is a real pro; even I start to believe it was a random burglary.
 
   I mount the nightstand so I can see the top shelf of the closet.  Damn, he got my spare pistol.  That would have come in handy.  Nothing I can do now but get some clothes and leave.
 
   There’s never been a woman in this apartment longer than a couple of hours, so there aren’t any women’s clothes around.  I find a pair of sweatpants; I have to cinch them so that the string hangs down almost to my knees.  I put on a gray T-shirt that looks more like a nightshirt on me.  At least it covers me up.  
 
   I hear a creak behind me.  I turn around just in time to see a gloved fist.  All I see after that is a man in a black ski mask before I pass out again.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t expect to wake up this time.  Or if I do, I figure I’ll be back at the bottom of the harbor.  When I open my eyes, I see it’s still my apartment.  There are just two differences:  it’s gotten a lot hotter and the stench of gasoline makes my eyes water.  
 
   I roll over and see that whoever knocked me out has covered the living room in gasoline.  There’s probably more of it throughout the rest of the apartment.  He probably thought that knock to the head would keep me out long enough for the fire to do the job.  When the fire department gets here they’ll just find a charred corpse.  Forensics might be able to identify it as a woman’s body, but so what?  They’ll just think it was a vagrant or a hooker or some random girl in the wrong place at the wrong time.  No one will give it a second thought.  The real me will be a pile of bones while my old pals at the precinct will think I’ve been cut up and fed to an incinerator.  
 
   Except that even as a woman I’ve got a hard head.  Hard enough that I wake up before he figured I would.  He didn’t even bother to tie me up.  Sloppy on his part.  And he’d done so well up to that point.
 
   I push myself up; the fire motivates me not to waste any more time.  I rush out the door.  “Fire!” I scream.  I have a pretty good set of lungs on me, enough that the old woman two doors down sticks her head out.  “The building’s on fire!”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yes.  You have to get out of here.”
 
   She studies me for a moment; she wonders if it’s some kind of scam.  Then her nostrils twitch and she nods.  “I’ll get my sweater.”
 
   “Forget your sweater.  Just go!”  I grab the old woman’s arm to yank her through the doorway.  While she still complains, I run inside to find her phone.  I dial 911 and tell the operator about the fire; I give her the address for my building.
 
   The old woman has made it to the stairs when I get there.  Along the way I’ve banged on doors and shouted.  Those who don’t answer their doors will hopefully do so once they get a whiff of the smoke.  If not there’s not much I can do about it now.
 
   I let the old woman use me as a cane all the way down the steps.  A herd of people passes us by; one gives me an elbow in the face as a reward for my good deed.  I keep going; the old woman’s fingernails dig into my neck as we round a corner.  I want to pick her up and carry her out, but I’m too small for that now.  So we have to limp the rest of the way down the stairs.
 
   Firemen meet us on the ground floor.  The one who takes the old lady is as big as I used to be.  The one who grabs my arm is a bit shorter.  “Thank you, sweetheart!” the old woman calls out.
 
   The fireman takes me down to an ambulance for a paramedic to check me out.  There’s nothing wrong with me except a little smoke inhalation—and a nasty bruise around my left eye.  “Boyfriend do that to you?” the paramedic asks.
 
   “No.  He wasn’t a friend.”
 
   “Who was he?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Stay here for a minute, honey,” the paramedic says.  I know he’s going to find a cop.  They’ll want to ask me a lot of hard questions, questions I don’t want to answer.  So as soon as the paramedic is out of sight I gallop away on my galoshes.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 9
 
   I spend the next three hours on a train.  It was easy enough in this body to jump a turnstile.  Then I found a seat on the half-empty car and closed my eyes.  When I wake up we’re halfway across the city and the car is packed nose-to-asshole.  
 
   From the way people try not to look at me—even in these tight confines—I brush some long hair forward to cover most of the bruise around my eye.  Like the paramedic they probably think I took a punch from an abusive boyfriend.  Most people don’t get involved in those situations if they can help it.
 
   I ride the train until it starts to empty out.  As we go along, I try to work out a plan.  Now that I’ve got clothes, I need to get some money.  There’s an easy way a girl like me can make some quick money, but I don’t want to resort to prostitution yet.  I can try some old-fashioned begging.  The black eye should make me look especially pathetic at the moment.
 
   I get off at the next stop.  There’s already some longhaired guy with a guitar at one corner of the station.  I dig into the trash for an empty coffee cup.  Once I sit down at an opposite corner from the folksinger, I put the cup between my legs.  I brush the hair back from my eye so it’s fully visible again.
 
   When a man in a suit comes near—the first one who isn’t on his cell phone—I reach out for the hem of his coat.  I hold up the cup to him.  “Please, sir, help me.  I need money to escape my boyfriend.  He’s a maniac.”  I manage to push out a few tears.
 
   The man reaches into his pocket.  “Here you go, little girl,” he says.  I look down to see a five-dollar bill in the cup.  That’s a start. 
 
   “Thank you so much, sir.”
 
   I beg for a couple of hours, until I’ve got about sixty bucks.  That’s more than enough to get train fare back across town, a hot meal, and maybe a cheap pair of shoes.  I never realized the people of this city could be so generous.  With my loot shoved into my stolen jacket, I go to buy a ticket that will take me uptown.
 
   ***
 
   My next stop is a thrift store.  It’s in an old department store; I’m faced with what seems like an acre of clothes.  The majority of these clothes are for women.  I stare at the racks that stretch as long as a football field.  A pink football field.  
 
   I hold up a shirt only to realize it’s a pink tube top.  I wince and let it drop from my fingers, onto the floor.  I scurry over to the men’s clothes, where I feel more at home.  I start to browse through the jeans and wonder what size will fit me now.  Maybe I should go to the boy’s section.
 
   “Buying something for your boyfriend?” a woman asks.
 
   I turn and see a girl a few years older than I look.  Her hair is the same color, parted unfashionably in the middle too.  We could probably pass for sisters.  This thought turns my cheeks warm.  The jeans I was looking at fall from my hands.
 
   She picks them up.  She looks inside them and then shakes her head.  “Your boyfriend must be a big guy.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “A size forty-two?  That’s big and tall.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I say and try to laugh.  “He is kind of big.”
 
   “He always have you do his clothes shopping?”
 
   “Um, no.  This is a surprise.”
 
   “Right.”  Like everyone else, the woman looks at my black eye.  Then she looks down at my outfit.  Before I can protest, she takes my arm and steers me back towards the women’s clothes.
 
   “I don’t need any help.  I’m fine.”  I yank my arm away from her and then start to stumble towards the rear of the store.  “Leave me alone.”
 
   The woman puts up her hands.  “I’m sorry.  You just look as if you could use a little help.”
 
   “Well I don’t.  I’m fine.  Just fine.”  I turn my back on her.  I’ve wandered into the shoe section.  I grab a pair of men’s sneakers at random.
 
   The woman chuckles at this.  “When was the last time you bought yourself clothes?”
 
   “A couple months ago,” I say, which is true.  I bought some new underwear two months ago—boxer shorts.  I see how big the shoes are that I’ve pulled out and grab another pair that are even bigger.
 
   “You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve seen it before.  Your parents bought all your clothes for you.  They did just about everything for you, didn’t they?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Daddy was a real control freak, wasn’t he?  Or maybe Mommy had some issue that she liked to dress you up like a boy.”
 
   “You’re sick, lady, you know that?”
 
   She only smiles at this insult.  “Sorry.  It’s part of what I do.  I’m a psychologist.  Or I’m studying to be.  Haven’t finished my dissertation yet.”
 
   “Well go analyze someone else, would you?”
 
   She puts up her hands again.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to insult you.  Maybe your parents are very nice people.  Maybe you’re just doped up or something.  Escaped from the loony bin.”
 
   “What?  I’m not a dope head.  Or a nut.”
 
   “OK, have it your way.  Can I at least help you find some clothes?”
 
   “You work here?”
 
   “No.”  She reaches into her pocket and produces a business card.  It’s a powder blue card with the title “Second Chances Boutique” at the top, followed by an address in the garment district, and then her name “Grace Meredith” in smaller print.  “That’s my store.  I come here sometimes to look for bargains.  They don’t have much that’s any good, but sometimes I get lucky.”
 
   “Then you mark it up to resell?”
 
   “I know, but that’s capitalism for you.”  She holds out the card until I take it.  “We could go back to my shop—”
 
   “No!  I’m fine right here,” I say.  I know all too well what happens to girls in this city who go off with strangers.  “I don’t need any help.”
 
   “Sure, you’re a big girl.  But maybe I could make a couple of suggestions?”
 
   I think about it for a moment.  As embarrassing as this is, I do need some help.  And she’ll probably bother me until I give in.  “Sure,” I say.  “But I get final approval.”
 
   She finds a pair of sneakers that are dingy white with green trim.  The insoles are worn, but the shoes fit perfectly.  “How did you know?” I ask.
 
   “Magic,” she says with a laugh.  Then she pats my back.  “It’s what I do.”
 
   Grace leads me to the women’s section.  I brace for her to pull out another pink tube top or something girly.  She doesn’t.  Instead, she holds up a black T-shirt.  She examines it with a jeweler’s eye, as she studies it for flaws.  “This looks good.”  I’m surprised when she presses her nose to the fabric.  “Smells fine too.”
 
   I take the shirt from her.  It does smell all right, though an odor of sweat still lingers.  At least it will fit better than what I’ve got on.  “Thanks,” I say.
 
   She stops at a pair of pink sweatpants with the word ‘PINK’ helpfully written on the ass.  Grace glances at me and then shakes her head.  “That’s not really your style, is it?”
 
   “Um, no.”
 
   She nods and then keeps going.  She pauses at another rack.  I brace myself for what she’ll find next.  What she shows me is perfect.  It’s a white tracksuit with green piping that matches my sneakers.  She gives it as close of an examination as the T-shirt before she hands it to me.
 
   “That looks about your style.  I had something like this, only it was an official tracksuit of the ’84 Olympic team.  That was the year I was born, so it seemed like a great coincidence.”
 
   “It’s very nice,” I say.
 
   “You should go try those on.”
 
   Grace points me to the little booths at the back of the store.  She waits outside while I try on the clothes; I start with the T-shirt.  Everything fits perfectly, as if it were made for me.  I do a little turn in the mirror for myself.  I don’t look too bad—for a girl.  At least I don’t look like a refugee anymore.
 
   I step out of the changing room to show Grace.  She gives me a thumbs-up.  “You look great,” she says.  “Now, we should probably get some other things—”
 
   “No, that’s fine,” I say too quickly.  These clothes will cost forty bucks and I don’t want to use up all my money just yet.  I still have other things I need to do.  “But thank you so much for helping me.”
 
   “It was no problem,” Grace says.  “If you are in the market for anything else, stop by my store.  I’ll even give you a discount.”  She winks at me before she walks away and leaves me to check out.  I bring my old clothes with me in case I’ll need them later.  I hope I’ll need them later, if someone can find a way to make me myself again.  But first things first.  
 
   It’s time to find my partner.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 10
 
   When I get to Rosie’s, I stop to peer in the window.  Jake isn’t in our usual booth over in the corner.  That makes sense since it’s going on noon and by now he’s probably figured out my apartment burned to the ground.  Does he think I’m dead or just missing?  He might think I burned the place down myself after a heavy night of drinking.
 
   Rosie is at the counter; she chews on a piece of gum since she can’t smoke anymore.  Her husband named the place for her, but ever since he died in a botched robbery ten years ago she’s run it herself.  It was cheaper and easier to keep the name than to change it.  
 
   I sit down on a stool and stare at her for a moment.  I’ve been a customer of Rosie’s for twenty-five years, back when Rosie looked about the way I do now.  I hope she’ll see something in me that’s familiar, to recognize me for who I am.
 
   Instead she spits the gum out and smiles a nearly toothless grin.   “What’ll it be, darling?”
 
   “A cup of coffee, black, with a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon with whole wheat toast.”  That’s my usual when I come to Rosie’s.  I hope she’ll pick up on this, but she doesn’t.  She just calls the order back to the kitchen and then hobbles off to fetch the coffee pot.
 
   As she pours the coffee, I get more daring.  “Have you seen Jake Madigan today?”
 
   She stops pouring to give me a dirty look, like I’m a snitch who wants to get something on her.  “You a friend of his?”
 
   “My dad is.  I just got into town.  I was hoping to see him.”
 
   She gives me a hard stare, hard enough that it takes every ounce of courage in my body not to look away.  “He stopped in for a cup of coffee.  That was about it.”
 
   “What about Steve Fischer?”
 
   “He a friend of your dad’s too?”
 
   “I know he hangs out with Mr. Madigan a lot.”
 
   “Yeah, those two are like an old married couple.  Never seen two people so made for each other.  Too bad they got the same parts below the waist.”
 
   I’m glad she finishes pouring my coffee as she says this so I can use the cup to hide my grimace.  I chug the coffee in one gulp before I signal for another.  “You shouldn’t drink too much of this stuff.  It’ll stunt your growth.”
 
   “I’m already grown.”
 
   “Yeah?  How old are you?  Sixteen?”
 
   “What?  No!  I’m twenty-one,” I say.  If I’m going to make up an age for myself I might as well at least make myself old enough to drink legally.
 
   “Huh.  Guess that young face will come in handy when you get to be as old as me, right?”
 
   “I guess so.”  I reach into my pocket for a dollar bill.  “Could I get some quarters?  I need to make a phone call.”
 
   “Sure thing, sweetheart.”
 
   I take the quarters Rosie gives me over to the pay phone in the corner.  It’s time to try the direct approach.  I call Jake’s cell phone; I figure he’s probably not at his desk right now.  The phone rings six times before he answers it.  “Madigan here.”
 
   I try to deepen my voice to sound mysterious; the end result sounds like I’m gagging.  “Detective Madigan, we need to talk.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I know where Steve Fischer is.”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “That’s not important,” I say.  The truth—such as it is—isn’t the kind of thing I can explain over the phone.  It’ll be easier to get him here to explain.  “Meet me at Rosie’s as soon as you can.  I’ll be in your booth.”
 
   I hang up the phone before Jake can say anything.  I’m sure he’ll show up; he won’t write me off yet.  Not after being partners all this time.
 
   I take my plate and another cup of coffee over to the booth in the corner.  Over the years my ass has worn a groove into the vinyl of the seat; that groove isn’t nearly so comfortable now.  It feels like I’m sitting in a crater.  I try to adjust myself to make it more comfortable, but it doesn’t help.  The only thing that would help is for me to get my old body back.  I’ll need Jake’s help to see about that.
 
   I’ve finished the eggs and bacon and am on a second plate when Jake opens the door.  He looks around the place, no doubt to search for any of Luther’s goons.  Then he turns and sees me in the booth.  His face turns red around the edges and a vein shows on his forehead, always a good indication that he’s pissed off.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen that vein throb as he berated me when I worked over a suspect too hard.
 
   “You’re the one who called about Steve?” he asks but doesn’t sit down.  “I could have you arrested for interfering with an official investigation.”
 
   “I’m not interfering.  I’m solving the case for you.”
 
   “That a fact, Nancy Drew?  Then why don’t you tell me where he is?”
 
   “Sit down, would you?  I’m not one of your perps in the interrogation room.”
 
   “You got a real smart mouth on you,” he says, but he sits down with a huff.  Once he’s settled into his groove, he glares at me.  “Well, you little punk, where is Steve?”
 
   “I’m right here.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 11
 
   I’ve imagined the various ways Jake might respond to my announcement.  My first scenario was that he would punch me.  Jake didn’t ordinarily hit girls, but that might not matter in this case.  Or he might simply laugh it off as a practical joke.
 
   What I don’t expect is for him to have no reaction at all.  He stares at me for a moment and then reaches into his jacket for a stick of Juicy Fruit gum.  He offers the pack to me.  “No thanks,” I say.  “I’m still eating.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you are.”  He chomps on the gum for a minute, his face more impassive than when we play poker.  “So what’s the gag, kid?  You want me to buy some candy bars for your band or something?”
 
   “It’s me, Jake.  I know it’s hard to believe.”
 
   “It’s not that hard to believe.  Let me guess, you were sleeping and some magic fairy came in through the window to sprinkle pixie dust on you?”
 
   “Jake, please, you have to believe me.  You’re my partner.  Partners believe each other without question.  Remember the Mackenzie case?”
 
   The Sherry Mackenzie case was one we worked fifteen years ago.  It started as a missing persons case when Sherry’s mom reported she had been kidnapped.  It was the kind of case the media feeds on and thus everyone in the department gets involved in.  
 
   Jake and I followed a lead from one of our snitches to a house on the south side.  We didn’t give a damn about probable cause as we busted inside.  We split up to search the house for any clues about Sherry.  I took the upstairs, Jake the downstairs.  He found what remained of Sherry in the basement.
 
   The owner of the house chose that unfortunate moment to come back from the hardware store with some supplies to help him dispose of the body.  I was still upstairs when I heard the shots fired.  I ran downstairs to find the man dead in his driveway, garbage bags and a hacksaw in a pile to one side. 
 
   Jake knelt over the man; his hands pressed something into those of the dead man.  “Christ, Jake, what happened?”
 
   “Son of a bitch came at me.  Had to put him down.”
 
   I looked down at the dead man.  There was a pistol in his hand.  Just one problem:  I’d seen that gun on the kitchen table when we came in.  I knew Jake had shot the man on sight.  But I nodded and said, “Right.  You didn’t have any choice.”
 
   That’s how we wrote it up too.  If anyone had run any tests on the weapon they might have noticed the dead man hadn’t fired it.  No one goes to that much trouble with a dead child murderer, so Jake got away with it and I never mentioned it until this moment.
 
   His eyes narrow so much that they about disappear from his face.  He reaches across the table to grab my arm.  His grip is like iron; I can’t shake him loose.  “He tell you that at the bar last night, you little shit?  Or maybe in bed?”
 
   “Jake, stop it!  It’s me!”
 
   “You the one who burned down his apartment?”
 
   “No!  One of Luther’s men did it.  He’s the one who gave me this shiner.”  He twists my arm until tears come to my eyes.  I squeal, “You’re hurting me!”
 
   Jake’s a tough cop, but he’s got a soft heart.  That’s why he always plays the good cop for interrogations.  He lets me go, and settles back into his seat.  “Sorry, kid.  Steve’s my partner.  My best friend.  Tell me what happened to him or so help me I’m going to put your pretty face through this window.”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you?  I’m Steve.”
 
   “Stop that bullshit right now.  I don’t believe in fairy tales.”
 
   “You pigheaded son of a bitch.  Listen:  I was at the bar getting skunked like usual when I saw the Worm.  He looked nervous, more so than usual.  I collared him and he said something was going down at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  Something big enough that Lex himself would be there.
 
   “I didn’t want to tip anyone off, so I went alone to give it a look.  He had his whole crew there: Blades, Tall Man, and Bruiser. The Tall Man said Lex wanted a drug they made there to sell it to someone. He didn't know who.  I caught up to Lex, we struggled, and then he stabbed me with a syringe.
 
   “I’m not sure what was in the damned thing, some kind of pink stuff.  Soon as he pushed down on the plunger I went limp.  Lex shot me and then dumped me in the harbor with an anchor around my leg.”
 
   “So Steve’s at the bottom of the harbor?”
 
   “No, you idiot!  I was at the bottom of the harbor.  Then the hole he put in me closed up.  I started changing.  I became, you know, a girl.  When I woke up I was on the docks.  I made my way back home, where one of Luther’s guys was ransacking the place.  He knocked me out and then burned the place down.  I got out just in time.
 
   “Once I got some clothes and stuff, I called you.  I thought you might believe me.”  I hate myself when I begin to sob.  It’s the female hormones I bet.  “You’re the only one I can talk to about this.  You have to believe me.”
 
   Jake shakes his head.  “That’s the dumbest story I’ve ever heard.  You got anything to back it up before I take you to the psych ward?”
 
   “There was a scientist there, a Dr. Nath.  Talk to her.”
 
   “Great idea, except we found her with two slit wrists this morning.”
 
   “Well isn’t that convenient?”  Neither of us says anything for about a minute.  “Look, Jake, you’re not a dummy.  Someone raids Lennox, Dr. Nath winds up dead, I go missing, and my apartment burns down—you really want to tell me it’s not connected?”
 
   “It’s a long way from that being connected to some mystery drug turning my partner into a little girl.”
 
   “Damn it, I’m not a little girl!” I shriek this loud enough that everyone turns to look.  If I could see my face I’m sure it would be beet red—except my bruised eye.
 
   Jake reaches across the table to grab my hand, although this time he’s not so rough.  “Come on, kid.  Let’s go talk somewhere private.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 12
 
   Jake’s ’57 Fairlane 500 is his pride and joy.  I never cared about cars, but Jake is different.  Jake came here from suburban Detroit; his father worked on the assembly line at Ford for thirty years.  That gave Jake a much different perspective on automobiles, so that he spent most of his off time in the garage with the car.  It’s pretty much his second kid—his only kid now.
 
   He guides me roughly onto the passenger seat; he just about bangs my head on the doorframe in the process.  I’ve spent plenty of time in the car during stakeouts and whatnot; it always felt so cramped before, as if my head would pop through the roof or my legs start to cramp at any minute.  Now my head has a few inches to spare and I can stretch my legs out if I want.
 
   Jake gets behind the wheel, but he doesn’t put his keys in the ignition.  He reaches into his jacket for a cigarette.  It’s still legal to light up in your own car, so he does.  “You smoke?” he asks.
 
   “I quit,” I say.
 
   “There’s strike one, kid.  Steve smokes two packs a day.”
 
   “Yeah, well, this Steve quit this morning.”
 
   He blows a little smoke my way on purpose.  I cough at it; I don’t miss the stuff in the slightest.  After a couple of drags, he says, “You like game shows?”
 
   “You know I don’t watch those.”
 
   “That’s a point for you.  Let’s see how much else you know about Steve.  Where did he go to college?”
 
   “Trick question.  I didn’t go to college.”
 
   “Right.  Where did we first meet?”
 
   “The 17th Precinct.  Back when it was still in the old colonial building.  I’d been there two months already when you showed up.  Our lockers were next to each other.”
 
   “Right again.  What’s my wife’s name?”
 
   “She goes by Tess, but her real name is Teresa Marie Madigan nee Nagel.”
 
   “The judges will accept that.”  I can see the vein on his forehead start to pulse.  He’s going to start asking some harder ones.  Bring it on.  “All right, kid, time for the lightning round.  What was the stripper’s name at my bachelor party?”
 
   “Carlita.  She had a little surprise hiding in her piñata too.”
 
   “Which was?”
 
   “Her real name was Carlos.”  It’s no surprise Jake would think of that after the story I told him.  But where Carlita was just a man in drag, I’m all woman, except in my brain.
 
   “Who found that out?”
 
   “Captain Kinsey.  He got a little more than he bargained for with his lap dance.”
 
   The vein on Jake’s forehead beats like crazy now.  “Where does my daughter go to school?”
 
   “Another trick question.  She doesn’t go to school anymore.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Leukemia.  She died two years ago—August 19.  The doctors gave her six months, but she fought like a little hellcat.  She lasted three years.”
 
   Jake’s eyes begin to water as I’m sure he thinks of those awful days, when his daughter, once a talented softball player and gymnast, became little more than a pale sack of bones.  “What were her last words?”
 
   “Jake, stop this—”
 
   “If you really are Steve then you’ll know.”
 
   “She asked you to close the window because she was cold.”  But the window wasn’t open and she had three blankets and a quilt on her.  I had slipped out of the room then; I knew she was leaving us and unlike the other times she wouldn’t come back.
 
   Jake wipes at his eyes.  “You’re good.  Real good.  But he could have told you all that.”
 
   “I’d never tell anyone about Jenny, no matter how drunk I got.  You know that.”  I put a hand on Jake’s shoulder; he doesn’t brush it away.  “Look, I’ll be the first to admit it’s a crazy ass story.  If things were reversed I wouldn’t believe it either.  But it is happening.”
 
   Jake stares at me for a moment.  Then he nods.  “Yeah, that or you’ve done a hell of a lot of homework on the bastard.”  Jake snuffs out his cigarette.  He reaches for another one, to buy time while he thinks.  “What I don’t get is why you look so young.  Shouldn’t you have changed into a woman the same age?”
 
   “I don’t get it either.  Maybe someone at Lennox does.”
 
   “I already told you Nath is dead.”
 
   “So?  She must have assistants, or at least some notes that might help explain what that stuff was Lex put in me.  There has to be something there we can use.”
 
   “Maybe not.  The captain’s got Woods and Jefferson down there with the forensics people.  They’ve probably pulled the place apart by now.  Even if they haven’t, I can’t bring a civilian in there, especially not a kid.”
 
   “I’m not a kid!”  I give Jake a punch in the arm, like we used to do in the locker room.  We took pride in giving each other bruises.  I doubt he would get a bruise from that punch.
 
   “You’re a kid to me.”  He lights up his cigarette.  “You look about the same age Jenny would be now.”
 
   “About the same age as Maddy too,” I say.  Unwelcome thoughts creep into my head about what to tell my daughter and ex-wife about this situation.  “Have you told her or Debbie anything yet?”
 
   “Not yet.  They’re bound to hear about it eventually.”
 
   “Unless we can figure out how to get me back to normal.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Jake sticks his key into the ignition.  “Better buckle up, kid.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 13
 
   Lennox Pharmaceuticals looks a lot different in the daylight.  Mostly because it’s surrounded by police vehicles.  There’s a uniformed officer at the gate who waves us through once Jake shows his badge.  I look around for my car, but it’s probably already in the river or scattered around a dozen chop shops.  
 
   Terry Woods stands outside to smoke a cigarette and talk on his cell phone.  In a black suit with a silk purple shirt he looks like he just got out of a nightclub.  He holds up a hand to stop us before we can sneak inside the building.  “Nothing so far, Captain.  Place has been wiped clean.  We’ll keep looking.”  Woods lowers his hand once he turns off the phone.  “We got this under control Madigan.  What’s with the kid?”
 
   “My niece St—Stacey,” Jake says and just like that I’ve got a new name.  “She’s studying criminology in college so I thought she might like to see how real cops do business.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the first lesson for her is we don’t allow civilians on crime scenes.”
 
   “Come on, she’s not going to touch anything.”
 
   “This is my scene and I say who sees it and who doesn’t.”
 
   Any other time I’d rear up to my full height like a grizzly bear and then intimidate Woods until the little prick backs down.  I can’t do that in this body and Jake doesn’t have the heart to back down a fellow detective.
 
   Or usually he doesn’t.  This time, maybe sensing the gravity of the situation, he gets so close to Woods that their noses almost touch.  He pokes Woods in the chest with an index finger.  “I’m the senior detective here and I’m saying she can go inside.”  He pulls his finger back and adds in a friendlier voice, “I’ll take responsibility for her with the captain.”
 
   I worry that Woods will hold out, but he’s never liked the rough stuff.  He wouldn’t know what to do with a snitch like the Worm unless it were written in some fancy journal.  “Fine, but if she contaminates anything it’s your ass.”
 
   “You’ve probably contaminated everything already,” Jake grumbles as we walk away.  He puts a protective arm around my shoulder to steer me past the other cops around the building.
 
   “Stacey?” I whisper to him.
 
   “I used to have an aunt named Stacey.  You got something better in mind?”
 
   I catch my reflection in the elevator doors as we approach them.  Do I look like a Stacey?  I sure as hell don’t look like a Steve.  “No, I guess not.”
 
   ***
 
   We start on the third floor, in Dr. Nath’s office.  Most everything has been taken already, the file cabinets and drawers emptied of papers that might prove useful.  The chair where I tied up the Tall Man lies in one corner, along with the slashed remains of the electrical cord I tied him up with.  There are cards left on the carpet and desk to mark the spots of the Tall Man’s blood.
 
   “Doesn’t look like much left here,” Jake says.  
 
   “There might still be something that would help,” I say.  I’m about to go over to the desk when Jake puts out a hand; he inadvertently cops a feel of my right breast.  Our faces turn red at the same time.
 
   “Sorry,” he says, “but you can’t touch anything.  We don’t want your prints getting all over.”
 
   “My prints are already all over.”  As soon as I say this, I get an idea of how I can prove to Jake I am who I say I am.  All I need to do is to find some of my old prints so I can compare them to my new ones.
 
   I see the perfect device for this on the floor, next to a potted plant.  It’s the book I clubbed the Tall Man with, some of his blood still on the gilded edges.  Before Jake can stop me, I bend down and pick it up by the sides.  I leave it on the desk for later.
 
   There’s a box in the corner with the mundane office supplies from Dr. Nath’s desk.  This includes her tape dispenser.  I roll out a few pieces to use for my test.  The first one I press against my left index finger.  The next three I press against the cover of the book.
 
   The third piece of tape is the charm.  I hold it up triumphantly to Jake.  “Here’s the proof.”
 
   “A piece of tape?”
 
   “No, my fingerprints.  Look.”  I lay the strip with my old print on the desk, next to the one I took off my hand.  Since my finger is smaller and skinnier, they aren’t the same size.  The whorls of the print are the same, though.  “You see?”
 
   Jake studies both pieces of tape.  After a long moment of deliberation, he nods and then sighs.  “Yeah, I see it,” he says.
 
   “Now do you believe me?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Why not?  You think I could fake that?  You were standing right here the whole time.”
 
   “They might look the same to me, but I’m not one of those forensics nerds with a microscope,” Jake says.
 
   I shake my head.  What’s it going to take to convince him?  “Can I look around here now?”
 
   “Knock yourself out,” he says.
 
   We search the office, but there’s nothing of value, just like I thought.  I can feel the tears start to come back, but I manage to repress them.  There’s still plenty of building left to search.  “Come on,” I say.  “Let’s go upstairs.”
 
   ***
 
   There’s no one in the lab on the fifth floor where Bruiser used me to play squash.  The doorway is barred by yellow tape that we duck under.  No one’s cleaned up the broken glass yet, so we have to watch our steps.
 
   I tell Jake about what happened in here.  “He shoved me along that counter, into that wall,” I say.
 
   “Jesus,” Jake says.  He bends down to study the counter.  “Is that your blood?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   He picks up a piece of glass not stained with my blood.  “Hold out your finger.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   I hold out my right index finger to him.  A moment later, Jake slashes the glass across the end of it.  “What the hell did you do that for?” I shout at him as drops of blood trickle onto the counter.
 
   “Watch this,” Jake says.  He dips a piece of glass into the blood.  Meanwhile I stick my finger in my mouth.  Girl blood tastes the same as boy blood as far as I’m concerned.  So much for that rhyme about sugar and spice.  “Looks like we found some evidence.”
 
   I smile at this and see what Jake’s doing.  To ask the forensics people to take a sample of my blood would raise a lot of questions.  This way forensics will think it’s part of the crime scene.  If my blood is the same as both Steve and Stacey then there won’t be any note.  If my girl blood is different from my boy blood, then forensics will make a note of an unidentified person at the scene.
 
   “Let’s hope you’re who you say you are,” Jake says.
 
   “Yeah, let’s hope.”
 
   ***
 
   Our last stop is Dr. Nath’s lab, where Lex used her as a human shield.  Jefferson munches on a donut in there—there’s a reason for that old cliché.  With his other hand he checks something on his phone.  He must have been woken up for this; the buttons of his shirt are misaligned, so that I can see some of the pale flab of his stomach through the gaps.  
 
   “Woods said you were coming up here with someone.”  His beady eyes narrow as he stares at me.  “I didn’t realize it was Take Your Niece to Work Day.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I thought it’d be nice to have someone with brains at the crime scene,” Jake says.
 
   When Jefferson snorts, it makes him seem more piggish than he already is.  “Brains, huh?  She even out of diapers yet?”
 
   “I’m twenty-one, asshole,” I snap.
 
   “She’s got a real mouth on her.”
 
   “She gets that from her uncle,” Jake says.  “You mind if we have a look around?”
 
   “Yeah, I mind.  This is my scene.”
 
   “We’re just borrowing it for a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Why?  You and Nancy Drew planning to crack the case?”
 
   “There might be something you missed,” Jake says.
 
   Jefferson sneers at this.  “I forgot you and Steve are the real hotshots around here.  Or were, I should say.  Looks like Steve finally got in too far over his head.”
 
   “Listen you son of a bitch, that’s my partner you’re talking about,” Jake says.  The vein on his forehead begins to pulse while his fists clench.
 
   I put a hand on his midsection.  Much as I’d like to see him clean Jefferson’s clock, I don’t need Jake getting suspended right now.  “Don’t fight, Uncle Jake.  Please?” I say in my sweetest girl voice.
 
   He puts an arm around my shoulder.  “We’re not going to fight, honey.  Are we?”
 
   Jefferson stares back at Jake for a moment.  “Yeah, that’s right, kid.  We aren’t going to fight.  I was just going to make a call anyway.”
 
   “Probably to call for a pizza, the fat bastard,” Jake growls after Jefferson’s gone.  He lets go of me so I can look around Nath’s lab.
 
   Like her office, there isn’t much to find.  The stuff Jefferson’s deemed important has already been taken.  What little remains is written with so much jargon that it might as well be in Chinese.  I toss a few pages to the floor.  The tears finally start to flow.  “It’s hopeless,” I say.  “There isn’t anything here.  Even if there is, I can’t understand it.”
 
   Jake pats me on the back in fatherly fashion.  “Don’t give up yet.  Nath had to have some people working for her, some assistants.  One of them might be able to help us.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say with a sniffle.
 
   “We’ll check out the files.  OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Jefferson waits in the hallway for us.  “So you crack the case?”
 
   “Not yet,” Jake says.  “What happened to all the files?”
 
   “They’re down in the truck.”
 
   “Great.  See you around, Stu.”
 
   Before I can leave, Jefferson holds out a business card smeared with chocolate frosting from his donut.  “You think of anything else, kid, you call me.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll do that.”  I stick the card in a pocket, but drop it in a trash bin as soon as we’re out of his sight.
 
   ***
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I hiss as we come out on the first floor.  “Can you believe the nerve of that guy checking me out?  If you weren’t there he’d probably have tried to fuck me in a closet.”
 
   “You know how hard it is for Stu to meet women,” Jake says with a grin.  “Not every day he gets to talk to a pretty young woman who still has a pulse.”
 
   “You think I’m pretty?”
 
   “If you cleaned up a little.  And once you get rid of that bruise.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “You’d rather I said you’re ugly?”
 
   “I might.”
 
   “Fine.  You’re so ugly we ought to put a bag over your head.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Woods has moved all of ten feet since the last time we saw him.  “Stu said you want to look at the files?”
 
   “Yeah.  We need to know about a Dr. Nath.  She turned up dead in her tub this morning.  There might be a connection.”
 
   Woods shrugs.  “Look at ‘em if you want.  Just keep the kid from touching them.  I don’t want her prints all over everything.”
 
   “It’ll be like she’s invisible,” Jake says.
 
   The files are in a delivery truck, packed into boxes.  Poor uniformed bastards probably spent all morning on that.  Most of the information is on the computers anyway, but you can’t take chances when it comes to crimes like this.
 
   I ignore what Woods said and help Jake rifle through the files.  It takes us a good hour to find one with Nath’s name on it.  The file is for a project of something with the memorable designation FY-1978.  There’s only one slip of paper left in the file, a memo from four years ago that indicates the drug is about to undergo animal trials.  Included in the memo is a list of the personnel involved, with Dr. Nath’s name at the top.  Below it is Dr. Clarita Palmer, the assistant project coordinator.  Jake scribbles down the names so we can look them up later.
 
   After he returns the file and says goodbye to Woods, Jake and I head back to the car.  “We should probably find this Dr. Palmer before Luther does,” I say.
 
   “You think he’s going to go after everyone who worked with Nath?”
 
   “He might if he thinks they have something that could help us.”
 
   Jake turns to look me in the eye.  “Does Lex know what happened to you?”
 
   “No.  I was in the water when it happened.  He hasn’t seen me since.”
 
   “Then Palmer will keep.”
 
   “You think.”
 
   “He’s already bumped you and Nath off; any more is going to look suspicious.”
 
   “More suspicious.”
 
   “Yeah.  He’s drawing enough attention to himself already with that little crime spree.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to take you home.”
 
   “My home burned down, remember?”
 
   “My house.  Tess can look after you while I check out these names.”
 
   “I don’t need looking after.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you need a shower.  And some sleep.  You look like hell.”
 
   “I thought you said I look pretty.”
 
   Jake shrugs.  “Even pretty girls can look like hell.”
 
   I try to fold my arms over my chest, but my breasts get in the way.  I have to fold my arms under them.  “You just want me out of the way.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.  We’re lucky we got away with what we did back there.  I can’t take you into the station and try to run that bullshit past the captain.”
 
   “So what do you want me to do:  sit around and play with my dollies?”
 
   “I want you to get some rest.  Maybe you’ll remember something helpful.”  Jake flashes a tired smile.  “Please, Steve.  I’m just trying to look out for you.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  I reach out to poke his arm.  “As long as I’m there when you talk to Palmer or anyone else, OK?”
 
   “Deal.”  Jake makes a left turn and we head to my new home.
 
  
 
  



Part 3:
 
   Growing Pains
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 14
 
   Jake’s house is a split-level ranch, the kind en vogue with the parents of the Baby Boomers.  I had one like it, only with black trim instead of blue, but Debbie got it in the divorce.  She turned right around to sell it for a trendy condo closer to downtown.
 
   Jake puts an arm around my shoulders as he walks me to the door.  His wife opens it before Jake can.  Tess always did have a good set of ears on her.  That came in handy whenever Maddy came over for a play date with Jenny.
 
   Tess looks a lot older than back in those days.  Her hair went gray during Jenny’s cancer treatments and she began to cut it short out of solidarity with her daughter.  The wrinkles that settled in on her face back then have only deepened.  The sweater and pants she wears add to her grandmotherly appearance.
 
   “Who’s this?” she asks.  She sounds as if I’m three years old and she’s about to pinch one of my cheeks.
 
   “This is Stacey—” Jake looks around and sees an ad in the mailbox that proclaims, “Last Chance to Save!”  “Chance.  Stacey Chance.  She’s a witness in a case.  I thought she could stay here for a few days.  Just until we can find somewhere more permanent.”
 
   She gives Jake a look to indicate she’s not happy to be put on the spot like this.  But Tess is a good Christian woman; she won’t turn away a young girl who’s obviously in trouble.  “Of course she can,” Tess says.  She offers me a hand that’s as wrinkled as an eighty-year-old’s and dotted with liver spots.  I take the hand to give it a brief, polite shake.  “It’s good to meet you, Stacey.”
 
   “You too,” I say.  I’ve spent literally months around Tess over the last thirty years, so it’s tough to act as if we’re strangers.  “This is a lovely house.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”  Tess puts a hand on my shoulder to pry me away from Jake.  She takes me down the hall to show me the living room.  It doesn’t look any different than it did three years ago, after Jenny died.  The only difference is the magazines on the coffee table are updated, Redbook instead of Seventeen.  Tess sits me down on the couch.  “Would you like anything to drink?  Maybe a snack?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Jake clears his throat.  “I thought she could use Jenny’s room while she’s here.  She’ll need to borrow some clothes too.”
 
   Tess’s wrinkles shift as she frowns.  She still dusts Jenny’s room every day and keeps everything the same, as if she expects her daughter to come through the door at any moment.  The way her mouth twitches, I know she’s torn between her duty as a good hostess and her love for her daughter.  The former wins out.  She smiles and says, “Yes, of course.  Our home will be your home for as long as you’re here.”
 
   “Thank you so much, Mrs. Madigan,” I say.
 
   “Call me Tess, please.”
 
   “I’ll try not to be too much of a burden.”
 
   “I’m sure you won’t be, dear.”  Tess pats my knee gently.  Then she leaves me alone in the living room while she goes to talk with Jake privately.  I can imagine their discussion is far less cordial.  I wish I could hear it so I know what sort of story Jake is feeding her about me.
 
   When they come back a few minutes later, Jake’s face is red.  Tess’s eyes still burn with anger, but she forces herself to smile at me.  “Why don’t I show you upstairs?” she suggests.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” Jake says.  “After I check out a few things down at the station.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I want to linger a bit longer, but Tess has already started to drag me up the stairs to lead me to Jenny’s room.
 
   ***
 
   The walls of Jenny’s room are pink, but the posters are for bands called Fallout Boy and My Chemical Romance, bands of boys dressed in black who wear more mascara than a cheap whore.  It’s hard not to notice how neat and tidy everything is; all of Jenny’s softball and gymnastics trophies shine as if new.  “Will your daughter mind me using her room?” I ask.  I hate to do it, but I need to sell my cover.
 
   “Jennifer died two years ago,” Tess says.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  You didn’t know.”  I did know, but I can’t say anything or else I’ll give myself away.
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “She had leukemia.  She fought as hard as she could, but in the end—”  Tess begins to cry, which makes me want to give my other eye a nasty bruise for hurting her like this.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say again.
 
   “It’s not your fault.”  Tess turns away to go over to the closet.  She pulls open the doors so I can see dresses, blouses, and jackets hanging up with rows of shoes on the floor.  “You can borrow whatever you want.  I think Jennifer was about your size.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you, Tess.”
 
   “The bathroom is two doors down the hall, on the left.  The hot water sometimes takes a few seconds to get started.  Are you allergic to anything?  Jennifer was terribly allergic to peanuts; just touching one shell would make her break out.”
 
   “I’m not allergic to anything,” I say.  I hope this is still true.  I guess we’ll have to find out the old-fashioned way, by trial and error.  “Whatever you make will be fine.  I’m not picky.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you would be after such a rough life,” Tess says.  She touches the bruise on my eye.  “I think we have a steak in the freezer I could put on that—”
 
   “It’s fine.  I can’t even feel it.”
 
   “You poor dear.  Why don’t you get a shower and then take a little nap?  I’ll wake you for dinner.”
 
   “That sounds great.”
 
   “Towels are in the closet next to the bathroom.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I watch Tess limp out the door and wonder if anything at Lennox Pharmaceuticals might bring back the vibrant young woman Tess used to be.
 
   ***
 
   It’s a new adventure to shower as a woman.  For one thing there’s a lot more hair I need to wash.  I ought to get it cut as short as Tess’s to make it easier.  As it is now, I scrub at it for a good five minutes before I decide I’ve got everything.  I never bothered with anything like conditioner back then either.  From the commercials on TV I know you’re supposed to use it if you don’t want split ends and whatnot.
 
   More worrisome than my hair are my new private parts.  I run the loofah over my breasts and wonder how hard I’m supposed to scrub them.  I decide not to bother too much with them for now.  As for between my legs, I give the area one halfhearted swipe.
 
   When I step out of the shower I catch my reflection in the mirror.  I look about the same as when I woke up on the dock, with my hair a dark, wet mess.  I’d try to put it up in a towel the way Debbie used to do, but I don’t have any idea how.  I push the hair back from my face and then try to smile.  It’s still hard to believe that this is me—will be me for the foreseeable future, unless that drug wears off.  I wonder what Jake is up to, if he went to talk to Dr. Palmer without me.  He wouldn’t do that, not after I made him promise.
 
   I wrap a towel around my midsection to keep my breasts covered.  There’s no one to see me as I run down the hall from the bathroom to Jenny’s room.  I slam the door shut before Tess can see me.
 
   Jenny’s brush, comb, and other accessories are on the vanity.  I don’t want to touch them.  I don’t want to wear her clothes either, so I get back into the ones I bought from the thrift store.  I suppose at some point I’ll have to break down and do it, just not tonight.
 
   I do allow myself to slither beneath Jenny’s blankets and put my wet head on her pillow.  I lie there in the darkness and think of Maddy.  I wonder what’s become of her.  Not anything as serious as cancer I’m sure.  Debbie would have told me that if nothing else.  Wherever she is, whatever she’s doing, I hope she’s happy.
 
   I don’t remember when I fall asleep.  When I wake up, Tess is gently shaking my shoulder.  “Stacey, dinner is ready,” she says.  “If you’re not feeling up to it—”
 
   “I could eat,” I say.
 
   From the clock I see I’ve been asleep for five hours.  My head is still damp; I guess this much hair takes a while to dry.  “Oh my,” Tess says.  My pulse quickens as I wonder if there’s been some kind of side effect from the drug, if maybe I’m starting to change back to good old Steve Fischer.  No such luck.  She adds, “Such a pretty girl.”
 
   We stand in front of the mirror; I look like her granddaughter by comparison.  Tess smoothes wet tendrils of hair away from my face.  “There now,” she says.
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I’ve still got the black eye to mar the scene.  
 
   Jake waits for us downstairs in the dining room.  “You clean up nice, kid.”
 
   “I guess so,” I mumble.  I’d like to talk to Jake about the case, but Tess steers me over to a chair between them at the table.  She begins to ladle mashed potatoes onto my plate before I can say anything.  Brown gravy follows; it drenches the mountain of potatoes.  The slab of meat loaf she puts in front of me is as big as a brick.
 
   For a girl I have a good appetite, so that I’ve polished off half the mashed potatoes on my plate before Tess has touched hers.  From the corner of my eye I can see Jake watching me to find a sign of his partner and not some runaway girl. 
 
   “How did it go at the station?” I ask.
 
   Tess clears her throat.  “We don’t talk about business at the table,” she says.
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”
 
   We eat in silence for a couple of minutes.  From the looks Jake and Tess give each other, I wonder how silent their dinners usually are.  Jennifer’s death had changed a lot, especially with Tess.  When Debbie, Maddy, and I used to come over, Tess would always have some new joke or funny anecdote.  Since Jenny got sick, more than Tess’s hair had turned gray; her whole outlook on life had become muted as well.
 
   “So what did you two do while I was gone?” Jake asks.
 
   “I took a shower and then fell asleep,” I say, not much in the mood for conversation either, at least concerning non-business-related subjects.
 
   “Good,” Jake says.  “I bet that bed is a lot nicer than your old one.”
 
   “I didn’t have much of a bed before,” I say.  “Most of the time I slept on benches or in boxes.  Sometimes just on the ground if it wasn’t too muddy.”
 
   “You poor dear,” Tess says.  “I can’t believe anyone would abuse such a beautiful child.  Especially not one who’s so well-mannered and sweet.”
 
   This is the first time anyone—even Debbie—has referred to me as “sweet” before.  My cheeks turn warm at the compliment.  “They weren’t very nice people.”
 
   “I’ll say,” Jake grumbles.  “Of course we see all kinds in the precinct.  Had a mother who tried to—”
 
   Tess clears her throat to cut Jake off.  “I don’t think she needs to hear about that.”
 
   “I’m not some naïve innocent,” I say.  “I’ve seen some pretty rough stuff since I left home.”  I touch my bruised eye for emphasis.
 
   “Yes, of course.  I didn’t mean to say you were, dear.  I just don’t think you need to hear Jake’s horror stories.  Let’s talk about something happier.  I was reading an article in Redbook about a mother and daughter who were reunited after fifty years.  Can you believe it?”
 
   Something of the old Tess—the young Tess really—comes back to her as she describes the article she read.  “This mother and daughter had been separated during a flood in Mississippi when the child was three years old.  Fifty years later, she started working at a nursing home and there was her mother!  It’s amazing how these things can happen.  So much more than coincidence, don’t you think?”
 
   “I guess so,” I say.  I had given up on religion after Debbie and I split up.  Jake lost his passion for it after Jenny died.  Tess still believes though.  I suppose it’s because she wants to believe Jenny is up there in Heaven.
 
   “Of all the nursing homes in all the world and she walks into mine,” Jake says.  “It’s unbelievable.”
 
   Jake and I could tell Tess an even more unbelievable story, but we don’t.  We finish our meals in silence.  I’ve polished off everything Tess gave me, plus seconds on all of it.  If I continue to eat like that, I’ll lose my girlish figure in no time.  That might not be such a bad thing.
 
   Jake stands up first.  “Let’s let Tess take care of the dishes while we talk in the study.”
 
   “Sure.  Where is the study?” I ask, to play to my cover.
 
   “I’ll show you.”
 
   He takes my arm and leads me to his study, where he locks the door so we can have some privacy.  “I found Dr. Palmer,” he says.
 
   “Is she dead?”
 
   “Not so far.  She’ll meet us tomorrow at her place.”
 
   “Great.  What else?”
 
   “I leaned on the boys at the lab about those blood samples.”  He pauses dramatically; I’d like to punch him in the arm for that.  “They’re the same type.”
 
   “Now do you believe me?”
 
   “It’s not definite,” he says.  “There are still more tests.  But I’m closer to believing you.”
 
   “Thanks.  You find out anything else?”
 
   “Sure did.”  He opens up some files he took from the precinct and we get to work.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 15
 
   I’m about to turn out the bedroom light when I hear a knock at the door.  “Are you decent?” Tess asks through the door.
 
   I open the door for her.  Right away she clucks her tongue and then shuffles past me, over to the dresser.  I watch as she rifles through a drawer and finally takes out something pink.  She shakes out a nightgown with a lacy collar, the kind of thing I wouldn’t wear if someone put a gun to my head.
 
   “Here you are, dear.  This should fit you just fine.”
 
   “I’m OK like this,” I tell her.  I still have on the pants of the tracksuit and the black T-shirt.  That’s more than I usually wore in my apartment.  As a man I would strip down to my boxers unless I was too tired or drunk, in which case I’d crash face-first onto the bed until I woke up in a puddle of drool the next morning.
 
   Tess clucks her tongue again.  She seizes my hand, her grip even stronger than her husband’s.  She drags me over to the vanity.  “Sit,” she says as if I’m a dog.  Like an obedient dog I sit on the stool and face the vanity.
 
   “What—?” I start to ask until she grabs a brush and starts to run it through my hair.
 
   “I know things have been very difficult for you,” she says as she works, “but it’s time you start to take care of yourself.  You’re not a street urchin anymore.”
 
   It’s amazing the change she works on my hair with the brush.  Where it had been snarled and dull before, now it’s smooth and shiny, like one of those models in shampoo ads on TV.  I’m not sure how she did it; she must be a miracle worker.  “Yes, ma’am,” I say.
 
   “I want you to change out of those clothes.  I’ll put them in the wash for you to get out some of that smell.”
 
   “That’s kind of you, Mrs. Madigan—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear any arguing about it.  If you ever want to make something of yourself, you have to stop looking and acting like a street person.”  Tess brushes a tress of my hair forward to cover up part of my eye.  “We’ll see what we can do about that.  I think with a bit of makeup we can cover most of it up, let the world see just how pretty you really are.”
 
   “Thank you, Tess.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear.  Now go on and change.  You can leave your old clothes outside.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   As Tess leaves the room, I stare at the mirror.  I think of Jenny, who used to sit on this stool and brush her hair.  Maybe that’s why Tess is so insistent I turn my life around, so I don’t end up in a hole in the ground like Jenny.
 
   It’s after I take off my clothes that I remember I don’t have any underpants.  To wear a nightgown without something covering my privates seems grossly inappropriate.  I take a deep breath and then look through the drawers to find a pair of panties.  I can see my face turn red in the mirror; I feel like a pervert as I go through another girl’s underpants.  I grab a pair of white cotton ones, the least racy of the bunch.  It’s amazing how comfortable they feel.
 
   The nightgown is a bit too big for me, so that the hem covers up my feet to make me look like a cartoon ghost.  Any bit of denial I might have clung to earlier falls away when I turn back to the vanity.  There’s not a trace of manliness left to me, not in a pink nightgown with lace around the collar.  I look like I should be at a slumber party giggling about cute boys.  To think last night I had gotten drunk in a bar, interrogated the Worm, and then busted heads at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.
 
   I leave my thrift store clothes in the hallway for Tess to take.  Then I turn off the light and slip into bed.  I stare up at the ceiling, not really tired after my lengthy nap earlier.  I think about what Tess said.  If no one can find a way to change me back, then I’m going to have to start a new life.  A new life as Stacey Chance, a twenty-one-year-old woman.  What kind of job can I get?  Where am I going to live?  I can’t stay with Jake and Tess forever.  
 
   More importantly, what about Maddy?  I stayed away from her before because of Debbie’s lawyers, but there was always the chance I could see her again someday.  Now even if I do see her, she won’t recognize me.  I’ll never get a chance to talk to her again, to find a way to make up for the pain I had caused her.
 
   I fall asleep with tears in my eyes.
 
   ***
 
   In my dreams I’m back in the water.  I’m still a woman at the bottom of the harbor.  Again I watch myself from the outside.  Even though it’s a dream, I hope it will work in reverse and when I wake I’ll be myself again.
 
   Something does happen, but not what I hope.  A hole begins to open in my forehead, just like the bullet hole Lex left me with.  I always thought they said you woke up before you die in dreams.  Maybe that doesn’t count if you already died. 
 
   A drop of blood emerges from the hole, followed by another.  Soon the drops become a thin trickle.  The trickle gains momentum, until it’s a river of blood that colors the water all around me red.
 
   Then my eyes flash open—
 
   I awaken with a scream.  That’s followed by a sharp pain in my midsection.  I look around frantically, but can’t see anything in the darkness.  I can’t remember where I am or who I am.  All I know is I’m not in the water.
 
   I grapple with the blankets for a few seconds before I free myself.  Still in a panic, I roll right off the bed and land with a thud on the floor.  I scramble to my feet and then flail around to find a light switch.
 
   The light flicks on to reveal Jenny’s old room in Jake’s house.  I’m still clad in the pink nightgown Tess gave to me.  I put a trembling hand to my forehead, but there’s no bullet hole, only sweat.
 
   I let out a sigh of relief.  It was just a dream.  I think that for about two more seconds.  That’s when I see the drops of blood on the carpet.  I follow the drops back to the bed, where there’s a vibrant red stain on the pink sheets.
 
   I manage to put a hand over my mouth to muffle another scream.  I pull up the hem of my nightgown to see fresh blood dripping onto the carpet.  Oh, shit.
 
   I remember what Tess told me and run down the hallway to the bathroom as fast as I can.  God, this can’t be happening.  I suppose it was inevitable, but why now?  My first night as a woman and I’m having my period.
 
   I throw open the medicine cabinet to look for something to plug up the bloody hole.  There are bandages and aspirin, but no tampons or maxi pads.  Tess must keep those in the master bedroom’s bathroom.  That makes sense; she wouldn’t want some guest to find her feminine hygiene products.
 
   I decide to forget modesty and strip off the nightgown, followed closely by my bloodstained underpants.  With nothing else at hand, I unroll a handful of toilet paper.  I do what I can to shove the wad of paper between my legs.  It seems to work, at least for the moment.  Long enough I hope to get to Tess’s bathroom.
 
   I have to go much slower down the hall to keep the paper in.  With each step I look down to make sure I haven’t started to leak.  I pray I’m still asleep, that at any moment I’ll wake up in my apartment and find myself a fat old man again.
 
   I’m lucky Jake and Tess don’t have their door locked.  I ease the door open and then peek inside.  They’re both asleep, backs to each other.  I wonder when was the last time they made love.  Probably not for a while.  
 
   I see a shiny drop of blood on the wooden floor at my feet and then burst into the bedroom.  The knob of the door glints in the moonlight.  I rush over to it; I don’t care anymore if the paper falls out.  God, how much blood have I lost?  The rate it’s going, I’ll need a transfusion for breakfast.
 
   I fling open the medicine cabinet and want to scream again.  Still nothing.  Is she out?  Maybe she keeps some in her purse—
 
   I do scream again when I feel a hand on my shoulder.  I spin around and see Tess in the doorway with a sad look on her face.  “They’re under the sink,” she says.  I’m about to ask how she knows, but then I think of the trail of blood I’ve left.
 
   I open the cabinets beneath the sink and there’s a pink plastic bag of maxi pads.  I hold up the bag and then stare at it uncertainly.  What am I supposed to do now?  Tess stares at me expectantly.  A woman my age should know what to do; whoever heard of getting your first period at twenty-one?
 
   I drop the package to the floor.  I follow after it and dissolve into a sobbing heap on the floor.  It’s a good thing Tess is there and that I can’t see any sharp objects or I would slit my wrists to be done with this nightmare.
 
   She bends down to put a hand on my shoulder.  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?  You can trust me.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   “I don’t know how,” I say between sobs.
 
   “Surely this can’t be your first time.  Is it?”
 
   I still have enough rationality left to shake my head.  Tess tilts my chin up to look me in the eye.  “Didn’t your mother teach you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “An aunt?  A grandmother?  A teacher?  Anyone?”
 
   “No!” I shout and then continue to sob.  “No one taught me anything.”
 
   “You poor, poor girl.”  She puts her arm around my back to help me up to my feet.  “Don’t worry, dear.  I’ll show you how.  All right?”
 
   I nod my head, the only coherent response I can make at this point.  She sits me down on the toilet and then fetches the package of maxi pads.  While I cry into a towel, Tess gives me a lecture on the female anatomy.  “They aren’t usually this heavy.  When you get to be an old woman like me you won’t have to worry about it anymore.”
 
   “Lucky you,” I say before I can think better of it.  Tess has been anything but lucky in recent years.  “I’m sorry about the mess I made.  I’ve ruined Jennifer’s bed.”
 
   “I doubt that, dear.  We can wash the sheets.  And your underpants as well.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   When we finally emerge from the bedroom, Jake is still asleep.  It’s amazing the racket I made didn’t wake him up.  He’s a hell of a heavy sleeper.  Or maybe he knew better than to get involved with this situation.
 
   Back in Jennifer’s bedroom I put on another nightgown and fresh panties to go over the pad.  I sit quietly in the corner while Tess changes the sheets.  As she said, the mess isn’t too bad on the bed; nothing soaked through to the mattress.  The carpet will need a good cleaning.
 
   In lieu of a sheet, Tess puts down a towel for me to lie on.  She pulls up the covers to my chin as if I’m a child who needs tucked in.  She even smoothes hair away from my face to kiss me on the forehead.  “Goodnight, sweetheart.”
 
   “Goodnight, Tess,” I whisper.
 
   Though Tess closes the door behind her, I know she won’t go very far.  She’s outside in case I need her.  A part of me would like her to stay, to lie on the bed with me to keep me company for the rest of the night.  Despite the blankets, I shiver.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 16
 
   I wake up the next morning to Tess shaking my shoulder.  “Time to get up, dear,” she whispers.  “You have a big day ahead.”
 
   I groan at this.  I know I need to get up, but my body feels as if it’s made of wet sand.  Tess throws back the covers to help motivate me.  I shiver on the mattress for a few moments before I drag myself off the bed.
 
   She pats my back and smiles at me.  “It’s all right,” she says.  “What you’re feeling is perfectly normal.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I stumble down the hallway to the bathroom.  After the night I had, a nice hot shower will feel good.  I don’t wash for a couple of minutes; I prefer to stand under the water and let it flow over me.  None of my many hangovers ever prepared me for this; it’s as if every part of my body has some complaint:  my head aches, my stomach is queasy, and my legs are swollen.  On top of that I’m so tired I almost fall asleep in the shower.
 
   The only thing that keeps me going is the thought of meeting with Dr. Palmer.  She has to know about this FY-1978 drug; she has to know some way to cure me.  If not, I don’t know what I’ll do.  I can’t go on like this.  It’s too much.
 
   After a half-assed attempt to wash my hair and scrub my sore body, I step out of the shower.  Tess must have slipped in at some point to leave my clothes—freshly pressed—and another maxi pad.  This time I know what to do with the pad, not that it’s any more pleasant.
 
    I remember what Tess said last night about taking care of myself, so I grab a comb and start to work on my hair.  I’m not nearly as good at it as she is, so that soon it becomes a mess.  With a sigh and tears in my eyes I throw the comb down.  I ought to find a pair of scissors and cut the shit off.
 
   Of course Tess notices when I step out of the bedroom.  She puts a hand on my shoulder.  “Here, let me help you,” she says.
 
   “You don’t have to treat me like a baby.  I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I’m sure you can on the street, but this is a whole new world for you.”  That’s an understatement.  She guides me back to Jenny’s bedroom to sit me down at the vanity again.  There are some cosmetics open on the counter, probably for my eye.  “Just sit very still.”
 
   I watch with awe in the mirror as again she transforms my tangled mass of hair into a silky masterpiece.  This time she pulls it back tightly and wraps a scunci around it to keep it in a ponytail.  That keeps it out of the way while she works on the bruise around my eye.  When she finishes, there’s just a bit of discoloration still visible.  She balances out the other eye with some mascara so that someone would have to look really close to notice the difference.  After a little blush and lipstick I look like a grown up.
 
   “Wow,” I say.  “You should have a salon.”
 
   “It’s just practice, dear,” she says.  “I had a lot of it during Jennifer’s illness.  She didn’t want people to know she was sick, at least not until we couldn’t hide the effects anymore.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  You just go downstairs and have some breakfast.”
 
   “I’m not very hungry.”
 
   “I know, but try to eat something anyway.  You’ll feel better.”
 
   “I guess.”  Tess has been right about everything else, so I go downstairs to the dining room.  Jake is already there with the morning paper.  “Anything interesting?”
 
   “Nothing about Steve Fischer.  A couple paragraphs about Dr. Nath in the back.”
 
   “Oh.  So are they still looking for—him?”
 
   “I suppose they are.”
 
   Tess has laid out scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and cereal—a real balanced breakfast—but my stomach is only up to nibbling on the toast.  That is until Tess comes downstairs.  “Go on, eat,” she says.  After the kindness she’s shown me, I force myself to down the whole meal.  By the time I finish, I feel ready to throw up.
 
   “You feeling all right?” Jake asks.  “You look a little green around the gills.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I snap.
 
   “Maybe you should stay here.  I can handle Palmer—”
 
   “No!  I have to go.”
 
   Tess reaches out to pat my hand.  “Maybe it would be for the best—”
 
   “I have to see her.  I have to!”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Shut up!  Both of you, just shut up and leave me alone.  I can make my own decisions.”  I stomp out to the Fairlane in the driveway.  It’s locked, so I sit on the trunk and wait for Jake to come out.  Tess is probably telling him what happened last night, about how my Aunt Flo came for a little visit.  When will this nightmare end?
 
   I know I’m right when Jake forces a smile as he walks out to the car.  “Hey, kid,” he says, “it’s all right.  We’re just worried about you.  You’ve been through a lot.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.  “It’s just everything’s different now, you know?  I don’t know who I am or what I am.”  I start to blubber again.  It’s become a nasty habit.
 
   Jake does something I never expect:  he pulls me in for a hug.  He pats my back and says, “It’s all right.  Just let it out.”
 
   We stay there for a long time as I cry on Jake’s shoulder.  The strangest part about it is that I don’t feel embarrassed to cry in front of Jake.  All those years we were partners and we never shared a moment like this.  Now I wonder why.
 
   ***
 
   After I buckle up, I ask Jake, “So you believe me now?”
 
   He shrugs as he reaches into his jacket for a cigarette.  “If you’re faking it then you’re the best con artist I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Once we get started, I put my head against the window.  I’d really like to go back to sleep, but I can’t.  I don’t want Jake to leave me in the car while he goes in to visit Dr. Palmer.  This is much too important for me to miss.
 
   “You mind if I ask you something?” Jake says.
 
   “What?”
 
   “How does it feel?”
 
   “You mean having a period or the whole thing?”
 
   “The whole thing.  Is it really weird?”
 
   “Sometimes.”  I turn to Jake and smile a little.  “Sometimes I feel almost normal.  But then I see myself in the mirror or wake up with blood squirting out between my legs and I remember I’m not really me anymore.”
 
   “I don’t think I could stand it.”
 
   “What other choice do I have?  Finish what Lex started?”  When I feel a surge of anger, then I feel like my old self again.  It’s the first time I’ve really thought about Artie Luther since what happened; I’ve been so busy just trying to survive.  More than anything I’d like to make him pay for what he did to me, Dr. Nath, and scores of other people in this city.  “Not until he’s finished.”
 
   “We’ll get him.  After we see about getting you fixed up.”  A few moments go by in silence.  Then Jake says, “If they can’t do anything right away, you can stay with us for as long as you need.”
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t want to be a bother.”
 
   “You’re not.  I think it does Tess good having you around.  With Jenny gone, she doesn’t have anyone to take care of.  I’ve tried to get her to go back to work, at least part-time, but she doesn’t want to.  She tried once.  Lasted about two hours.  Her first clients were this family with a kid about Jenny’s age.  Soon as she showed them the kid’s bedroom she broke down.  I had to go and pick her up.”
 
   “I can’t replace Jenny.”  
 
   “I know that,” he snaps, “but it’s been hard on her with Jenny and all that menopause shit.  She just needs someone to help her feel normal again.” 
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “We’ve kind of been on the outs since Jenny died.  I think she blames me for it.”
 
   “You didn’t give Jenny cancer.”
 
   “I know.  Try telling her that.”  Jake leans against the window to blow out a cloud of smoke.  “I guess she thinks if I’d loved Jenny more, she would have beaten it.”
 
   “I’m sure you loved Jenny enough.  It’s just one of those things you can’t do anything about.”  I catch my reflection in the mirror and hope this isn’t one of those things.  I hope it’s not a death sentence for Steve Fischer.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 17
 
   Lennox Pharmaceuticals must pay pretty well because Dr. Clarita Palmer lives in one of the sleek buildings put up about ten years ago along the northern rim of the harbor.  There’s a security guard at the front desk, a fat middle-aged guy who carries only a flashlight in his belt.  His job is mostly to keep the bums and petty thieves out of the building.  Real scumbags like Artie Luther’s henchmen won’t be intimidated by a flashlight and walkie-talkie.
 
   Jake holds up his badge before the security guard can say anything.  “We’re going up to have a chat with Dr. Palmer.  Anyone else been in here to visit her today?”
 
   “Not that I know about,” the guard says.  “I can check the book.”
 
   “Don’t bother.  We’ll ask her ourselves.”
 
   With that Jake starts for the elevators with me behind by a few steps.  My stomach is still queasy, now with nerves as well as nausea.  My legs have gone from lead to nonexistent, so that I have to force myself ahead with each step, my eyes down on my battered sneakers.
 
   As we wait for an elevator, Jake says, “You still want to do this?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “If you’re still feeling sick—”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I’m not going to bleed all over her carpet or anything.”
 
   “I just mean if you’re not feeling up to it—”
 
   “I’m not scared,” I say, though I’m sure Jake can hear the quiver in my voice.
 
   “All right.  Just let me do the talking.  And no rough stuff.”
 
   I snort at this; I can’t do more than hurt her feelings at the moment.  “I guess the good cop-bad cop is out, then?”
 
   “Let’s hope we won’t need it.”
 
   The elevator doors finally open.  We have to wait for a man in a tight biker outfit to get off along with his bike.  I’m not sure if it’s because I’m not fully a woman yet or because of my period that I don’t feel anything at the sight of his well-toned rear in those spandex shorts.  I sigh with relief at that thought.
 
   According to the Lennox personnel file, Dr. Palmer lives on the seventh floor.  Her place is at the end of the hallway.  Jake and I walk slow and keep our eyes open for any signs of a body being dragged down the hallway or any evidence of a struggle.  There’s nothing to indicate that Lex’s goons have paid the doctor a visit.
 
   I stand back almost to the opposite door as Jake knocks on Dr. Palmer’s door.  It takes a minute before the door opens a crack, the chain lock still in place.  All I can see is a sliver of bronze skin and a brown eye.  “Are you Detective Madigan?” she asks.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Where’s your badge?”
 
   Jake reaches into his pocket for his identification.  She studies this for a moment.  The door closes.  Before I can groan with disappointment, I hear the chain lock come off.  The door opens to reveal a Hispanic woman in her late thirties.  She wears a T-shirt and sweatpants and has her hair pulled back into a sloppy ponytail, which probably means she woke up not long before we arrived.
 
   I didn’t feel anything at the sight of the biker in his tight shorts and I don’t feel anything for Dr. Palmer either.  At least not in that way.  Instead I cringe with jealousy because even in this rumpled state, Dr. Palmer still looks better put together than me.  Her eyes are clear and free of bruises and even though she’s nervous, she still has an air of confidence as she shows Jake inside.
 
   “Who’s this?” she asks when I step towards the door.
 
   “That is Stacey Chance.  She’s a civilian observer,” Jake says.  He lies so smoothly that even I would believe it.  “Making sure we’re in compliance with Federal laws and all that.”
 
   “She looks a little young for that.”
 
   “I just have a young face,” I say.  “It’s hell when I go to the liquor store.”
 
   Dr. Palmer stands aside so I can follow Jake into the apartment.  The furniture is tasteful and not cheap, what there is of it.  There’s only a couch in the living room; Jake has to fetch a chair from the dining room table—which only has room for two—to sit on while us two ladies take the couch.
 
   The doctor brings her purse with her from the kitchen.  She rummages inside to retrieve a pack of cigarettes.  “You mind if I smoke?” she asks.
 
   “Only if you give me one,” Jake says.
 
   “What about you?” the doctor asks me. 
 
   “No thanks.  Those things will kill you.”
 
   “So will a lot of other things in this city,” the doctor observes.  “And much faster.”
 
   “Like slitting your wrists?” Jake says.  
 
   “Having someone slit them for you is more like it,” Dr. Palmer says.  She lights two cigarettes and then hands one to Jake.  I lean back into the plush white back of the couch to avoid smoke in my face.  
 
   “You don’t think it was a suicide?”
 
   “Gita wouldn’t commit suicide.  Not when the drug was ready for human trials.”
 
   “That would be the FY-1978 serum?”
 
   “You’ve done your homework.”
 
   “It’s part of the job.”  Jake gives me a look before he asks, “So what does that drug do?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be an anti-aging drug.  Like the next generation of Botox.  But Gita had bigger plans for it.  She envisioned it as a cure to degenerative diseases:  Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, AIDS, and even cancer by letting us turn back the body’s clock to a younger, healthier state.  Like the Fountain of Youth in a syringe.”
 
   “Sounds pretty ambitious.”
 
   “Gita always was ambitious.”
 
   “You think that’s why someone killed her?”
 
   “Maybe.  If it had worked, FY-1978 would have been a game changer for the health care industry.  It would make dozens—maybe even hundreds—of drugs obsolete.  And once Lennox got it patented, you’d have a lot of big drug companies hurting real bad.”
 
   I could have fallen off the couch with shock at that point.  I knew from the Tall Man that Lex wanted to sell the formula, but I hadn’t imagined it could be that valuable.  He could make hundreds of millions, maybe even a billion to a desperate company.
 
   “Sounds like plenty of motivation for someone to kill Dr. Nath,” Jake says.  “Any idea who it might be?  Did she have any enemies?”
 
   “Not that I know of.  She didn’t have any friends either.  All she did was work.  She had the maintenance guys bring up a cot so she could sleep in there too.  That’s how dedicated she was.”
 
   “Did you two get along?”
 
   Dr. Palmer shrugs.  “About as well as anyone could get along with her.  Like I said, she wasn’t exactly a people person.”  The doctor blows out a cloud of smoke.  “She wasn’t mean or anything like that.  She just didn’t know how to relate to people.”
 
   “So you wouldn’t say she was very well liked by her staff?”
 
   She shrugs again.  “Maybe we didn’t like her, but we all respected the hell out of her.  She was brilliant.  FY-1978 was her baby.  She did just about everything on it herself.  Me and the others were mostly there to push a few buttons and help hold down the test subjects.”
 
   I jump in to ask, “What’s going to happen to the project now?”
 
   “There is no project now.  Our notes are gone and Dr. Nath was the only one who could hope to replicate it.  Too bad; we were making real progress with it.”
 
   “What kind of progress?” Jake asks while I put a hand to my stomach; I feel sick again, though not from the period anymore.  If Dr. Nath was the only one who knew how to make it and she’s dead, who will find a way to cure me?
 
   “We tried it in mice then rats and then chimps.  We had a ninety percent success rate.”
 
   “Success?”
 
   The doctor pauses to take out a fresh cigarette and light it.  “In those ninety percent of cases, the animals got younger.  In our last case study, an elderly chimp reverted back to almost a pubescent state.  The arthritis and dementia she had been suffering from were all gone.  She was just as healthy and active as any young chimp.”
 
   I think of the animals in their cages on the fifth floor.  Some of those cages had had Dr. Nath’s name on them.  Her test subjects?  The chimp that Bruiser killed might even have been the one Dr. Nath had experimented on.
 
   “Sounds impressive.  But you didn’t get to try it on humans?”
 
   “No.  Dr. Nath was working on the sample.  I was trying to find a volunteer.  That’s why I wasn’t at the lab when it was robbed.  I was here, going over records from local nursing homes.  They’re on the table if you want to look.”
 
   “So you were here alone?”  Jake asks while I get up and go over to the table.  There’s a pile of manila folders there just as Dr. Palmer said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.  Should I get a lawyer?”
 
   “I don’t think that will be necessary.  We have information suggesting organized crime was responsible for the break-in and probably Dr. Nath’s death.”
 
   As I go through the folders, I notice a pattern:  all of the potential volunteers are women.  Women in their sixties or seventies with degenerative conditions like Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, and arthritis.  I clear my throat to get Jake and Dr. Palmer’s attention.  “Are these all the files?  Didn’t you have any male subjects?”
 
   “Not for this trial.  The drug has to be specially tailored for an individual’s physiology.”  When Jake and I both give her a blank look, she explains, “The drug utilizes a combination of hormone treatments, gene therapy, and stem cells to reverse the aging process.  Some of that is unisex, but some of it—like the hormones—vary according to gender.  So our first batch of FY-1978 was designed for female patients.”
 
   Jake asks the obvious question before I can, “What if the drug were used on a male instead?”
 
   Dr. Palmer shrugs again.  “Not sure.  We never tried that, not even on the animals.”
 
   Jake gets up and comes over to the table where I’m still standing.  He puts an arm around my shoulder.  “Dr. Palmer, meet your first human subject:  Detective Steve Fischer.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 18
 
   I wait for Dr. Palmer’s reaction.  Will she laugh us out of the apartment?  Will she scream for help?  Maybe like Jake she’ll have no reaction at all.
 
   Her reaction is to get off the couch and walk over to us.  She bends down a little to look me in the eye.  I back away when she touches my hair.  “You’re saying you were a man?”
 
   “Until the night of the robbery,” I say.
 
   “Huh.”  I’m glad when she takes a couple of steps back, though less glad when I notice her eyes going from my face down to between my legs.  “Maybe you should give me the whole story.”
 
   Jake and I take the couch this time while Dr. Palmer sits on the dining room chair to study me as I tell her what happened.  She smokes a couple more cigarettes while I tell her everything from the night of the robbery to this morning—I leave out my period.  I can tell that like Jake she won’t believe it.
 
   “You said the syringe was filled with something pink?” she asks when I finish.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She nods.  “The serum is actually clear.  Dr. Nath added the pink coloring so we’d know which batch it belonged to.  The male version would have been blue.”
 
   “So you believe me?”
 
   “Not by a long shot.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “If you want to prove it, then we’ll have to run some tests.”
 
   “I have our boys in the lab comparing blood samples,” Jake says.  “So far they’re a match.  Her prints match Steve’s too.”
 
   “We’ll need more than that.  A full work-up on her.  Do you mind if I call you that?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I say.  “I’m getting used to it.”
 
   “Since it’s only been about thirty-six hours, the drug is probably still in your system.  We should be able to find traces of it in the blood work.”
 
   This gives me a queasier feeling than before.  I remember what she said before about the chimp they used that drug on that had turned almost pubescent.  “Does that mean it’s still working?  Could I get even younger?”
 
   “Probably not.  There’s no way to be sure without getting a peek inside you.  I do some consulting work for St. Vincent’s; they’ll let us use their equipment.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Just as soon as we can get over there,” she says.  “And after I throw on some clothes.  You got room in your car for me?”
 
   “Stacey can squeeze into the back,” Jake says.
 
   ***
 
   Of everything I’ve experienced so far, perhaps the strangest moment is to be naked in front of a relative stranger.  It’s of slight comfort that Dr. Palmer is covered as much as a woman in Saudi Arabia.  “Do you think I’m contagious?” I ask and think of Jake’s house with my blood all over the sheets and floor.  Tess has probably come into contact with a fair amount of it; could my blood give her a dose of the FY-1978, make her years younger?
 
   “I don’t know what you are,” she says.  “Hop up on the table and we’ll find out.”
 
   The table is so cold that I cry out.  “Why can’t I wear one of those paper gowns at least?”
 
   “I want to get a look at everything.  Saves time this way.”
 
   I never asked Debbie about any of her gynecological appointments; I’m sure they aren’t like this.  Dr. Palmer turns on a tape recorder on a tray.  Then she starts to look over my entire body; she pays special attention to my most sensitive parts.  She actually uses a magnifying glass to study my breasts.  “I don’t usually let someone do that until the second date,” I joke.
 
   “These are perfectly formed.  No abnormalities that I can see.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Even with most of her face covered, I can still see the annoyance in her eyes.  “This is being recorded, so could you pipe down until we’re finished?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The doctor rewinds the tape.  She presses a button.   “Patient’s name is Stacey Chance.  Caucasian female, roughly eighteen years old.”
 
   “Twenty-one,” I interrupt.
 
   “Eighteen—and that’s pushing it.”
 
   And just like that I’m three years younger.  I can’t drink legally, but at least I can still buy cigarettes, vote, or play the lottery, not that any of those hold much interest for me.
 
    “Patient weighs 49.89 kilos.  Height:  1.67 meters.  No irregularities or deformities visible except for a bruise around the right eye.  Patient says that occurred after the incident at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.
 
   “Patient’s breasts are fully formed.  Areola and nipples are consistent with those of a normal female.  No scars or other evidence of surgery performed.”
 
   “You think I did this to myself?”
 
   “Shut.  Up,” Dr. Palmer hisses.  As revenge she goes down to the end of the table to stare at my private parts.  “Put your feet in the stirrups, please.”
 
   “Do you have to do that?”
 
   She turns the recorder off again.  “Is there something you don’t want me to see?”
 
   “No.  It might be a little messy though,” I say.  I tell her about what happened this morning, when I woke up to my first period.
 
   She turns the recorder back on.  “Special note:  patient reports menstruating began this morning.  This began with abdominal cramping, followed by heavy bleeding and nausea.”  The doctor goes over to the garbage can.  With her plastic gloves she fishes through the trash until she finds my stained maxi pad.  “Feminine undergarment supports patient’s claims.  Will have to have bloodstains analyzed to make sure they match samples taken from the patient.”
 
   Like Jake and I do at crime scenes, she stuffs the maxi pad into a little baggie so she can preserve it for later.  So far Dr. Palmer seems thorough enough that I’d want her on any of my crime scenes.  Maybe Jake should ask her to take a peek at Dr. Nath’s lab to search for anything we might have missed.
 
   Now we get down to the most awkward part of the exam.  After she snaps on a fresh pair of gloves, Dr. Palmer brushes a hand against my pubic hair.  I squeal for a moment as she yanks one out.  “Patient has fully-developed pubic hair.”  She gets out the magnifying glass again to study between my legs.  “Labia appear normal.”
 
   What comes next is even less pleasant.  Dr. Palmer wheels over what looks like a computer with a console and flat screen.  She holds up what looks like an electric toothbrush, except it’s got a cord to connect it to the computer.  “This is an ultrasound transducer,” she says.  “To verify you really are a woman, I need to insert this into your vagina.  That way we can make sure everything is where it’s supposed to be.”
 
   “Can’t you do that from the outside?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  It is a pretty common procedure.  There’s really no risk of anything bad happening to you.”  The doctor gives me a hard stare.  “Unless there’s something you don’t want me to see in there?”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” I say, my eyes focused on the transducer.  It’s hard to believe she plans to stick that thing inside of me.  I remember when my old doctor gave me a prostate exam; this will be like that times a thousand.  But if I don’t do it, then she’ll think I’m faking.  “Go ahead.”
 
   “This shouldn’t hurt at all,” she says.  “It might just be a little cold.”  She motions to the computer screen.  “You can see what I’m doing on that.”
 
   “Great,” I mumble.  I close my eyes as she inserts the transducer inside of me.  She’s right that it doesn’t really hurt; it’s more like when I had to put a suppository up my rear for a nasty case of hemorrhoids. 
 
   About a minute goes by.  There’s a bunch of white and black noise on the computer screen.  I remember when Debbie’s obstetrician showed us an ultrasound of Madison.  Despite my keen detection skills, I couldn’t see a baby amongst all that chaos.
 
   This time there’s no baby to find.  Dr. Palmer taps the screen with one finger.  “There’s your left ovary,” she says.  “Looks perfectly healthy.”
 
   “An ovary?  So you mean I can have babies?”
 
   “As many as you want,” she says.  “There’s your uterus.  No little Staceys in it right now.”
 
   “That’s a relief,” I say, and put a hand to my stomach.  “So I guess I really am a woman, huh?”  
 
   “You are a woman.  There’s no denying that,” she says as she pulls the transducer out of me.  While she cleans my juices off of it, she adds, “It doesn’t prove the rest of your story.”
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   She holds up a metal tray; on it is a very nasty-looking syringe and a half-dozen clear containers.  “We’ll start by taking some blood.  If the drug is still in your system we should be able to see it.”
 
   “Are you going to leave a little blood in me?”  I can see her smile beneath her mask.  “What?”
 
   “I remember why I like working with animals better than humans.  They complain a lot less.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Close your eyes and it’ll be over soon enough.”
 
   I do as she suggests; I close my eyes and turn my head towards the door.  I’ve never liked needles, especially needles that suck out my blood like little vampires.  Still, if that’s the only way to convince Dr. Palmer I’m telling the truth, then I’ll let her take my last drop of blood.
 
   A couple minutes go by before the doctor says, “All finished.  I’d give you a lollypop if I had one.”
 
   “So now what do we do?”
 
   “You can get dressed.  Then we’ll go upstairs for an MRI and some X-rays.”
 
   “Lucky me,” I grumble.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 19
 
   The rest of the exam is easy enough.  For most of it I lie on a table; I occasionally move as they take pictures of the inside of my body.  By the time I’ve changed out of my paper hospital gown, used the bathroom, and drank a bottle of Gatorade from the vending machine, Dr. Palmer has the X-rays back.
 
   “That was some fast work,” I say.
 
   “Just had to lean on them a little.  Helps when I can say it’s for a police investigation.”
 
   We stand in a little room lit with blue-white light for the X-rays.  She puts one against the lights.  I see a ribcage and spine—my ribcage and spine.  There must be something wrong with the film, because there are a lot of lines on the film that look almost like spider webs.  “That isn’t how it’s supposed to look, is it?”
 
   “No, there shouldn’t be any of those squiggly lines.  Not for a normal person.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   “The serum contains low dose radioactive isotopes—”
 
   “It’s radioactive?”  Saying the word brings to mind monster movies I saw as a kid that featured giant ants, lizards, or turtles.  Maybe before long I’ll grow to fifty-feet-tall and rampage through the city.
 
   “About as much as the average carrot from the grocery store.  I said it’s a low dose.  Not enough to do any damage, but enough to show up on an X-ray.”
 
   I’m not a scientist by any stretch, but even I can put the pieces together.  “So that means there is some FY-1978 in me yet?”
 
   “That’s the best possible answer.  Not the only one.  We’ll have to wait until we get the blood work back to know for sure.”
 
   “But still, you know I’m telling the truth now.  I wasn’t born like this and I didn’t have any sex change surgeries either.”
 
   Dr. Palmer nods and then turns to me.  “I think you are telling the truth.  And that scares the hell out of me.  No drug should be able to work that kind of change, not in the amount of time you described.  It should take days or even weeks if at all.  Our test subjects in the lab took ninety-six hours on average to show signs of a change.”
 
   “But there has to be some way to reverse it, doesn’t there?  Or maybe it’ll wear off.  Once all this FY-1978 is out of my system.”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way.  The FY-1978 will eventually break down, but the changes to your cells—to your DNA—are permanent.”
 
   “But you have to be able to do something.  You’re a scientist.”  Tears bubble up in my eyes as much as I don’t want them to.  In the back of my mind I always knew a cure wouldn’t be easy to find, but the opinion of a scientist like Dr. Palmer carries a lot more weight.  
 
   “I’m not as good of a scientist as Dr. Nath.  Few people are.  She was the best in her field.”  As I begin to sob, Dr. Palmer puts a hand on my shoulder.  “I’ll do what I can.  I know some people who might be able to help.  After we get everything together, I’ll show them and maybe they can find a way.”
 
   “But you still don’t think it’ll work.”
 
   “I have to be honest here, Stacey.  I don’t know why it worked the first time.  It’s incredible.  Until about two hours ago I would have said it was impossible.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do now?”
 
   She pulls me in closer, to hug me to her body and stroke my hair.  After a day of being prodded and poked like a steer going to market, this kind of intimacy feels good.  “You have to stay positive.  You’ve been given a second chance.  You can start a whole new life.  You’re young and pretty and you’re not dumb either.  Find yourself a job.  Go back to school.  Is there something you always wanted to do before you became a police officer?”
 
   I shake my head.  Being a cop was all I ever wanted to do.  Ever since I began to play cops and robbers with my toys as a toddler.  “I don’t want to be anything else.”
 
   “Well, you could always try rejoining the police force.”
 
   I sniffle but don’t say anything.  I could try to go back to the academy.  Maybe I could make it through and become a beat cop again.  In another five or ten years I might even make detective again.  That hardly seems fair.
 
   “I’m sure you can think of something.  Give it some time.  In the meantime try to relax.  Get some rest.  I’m sure Detective Madigan can help you get through it.”
 
   “Maybe.”  She gives me a couple of minutes to cry myself out before we go down to the cafeteria, where Jake nurses a cup of coffee while he checks something on his phone.  The moment he looks up, he winces.
 
   “Didn’t go so well, did it?” he asks.
 
   “Let’s talk in the car,” I say.
 
   ***
 
   I give Jake a PG-rated version of Dr. Palmer’s examination.  “She says with Dr. Nath dead there’s probably not much they can do.”  I look in the mirror to see my face.  I’m about as much of a wreck as I was this morning.  I run a hand through my hair to try to smooth it down.  If I’ll see this face for the rest of my life, I ought to try to take care of it.  “I’m probably going to be stuck like this forever.”
 
   “Jesus,” Jake says and takes a puff on his cigarette.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know.”  We go a couple of blocks in silence.  Finally I say, “Dr. Palmer says I should look on the bright side.  I’m getting a second chance and whatnot.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Jake flicks his cigarette out the window.  I’m sure he hoped I’d get back to normal too.  “Any idea what you want to do?”
 
   “Yeah.  I want to kill Artie Luther.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “Look what he did to me!  He took everything away from me:  my job, my home, my family.”  I choke up.  The tears start to flow again.  There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about it.  Maybe it’s because I’m too inexperienced to handle all these hormones.  “I know things weren’t good with Debbie and Maddy before, but now I can’t ever see them.  Maddy’s never going to call me ‘Daddy’ again.  And it’s his fault!  He took all of that from me.”  
 
   “That doesn’t mean I can let you kill him.”
 
   “Jake, please.  We’ve been partners for twenty-five years.  Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
 
   “Yeah, it means I don’t want to let you do something stupid.”
 
   “It’s not stupid!”
 
   “Are you looking in the mirror at yourself?  You think you can go up against Lex’s thugs like that?  What are you going to do, scratch their eyes out?”
 
   I look down at my ropy arms and legs.  He’s got me there.  “Just get me a gun,” I say, though it sounds ludicrous in my little songbird voice.  “All I want is to put a hole in his head when the time comes.  Like he did to me.  Is that too much to ask?”
 
   “Yeah, it is too much to ask.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do?  Go learn to bake brownies?  Find some husband to take care of me and pump out his babies?  Is that what you want?”
 
   “What I want is for you to have some fucking common sense.  You’re not a cop anymore.  You’re not Steve Fischer.  You’re a cute little girl.  You should be hanging out at the mall, giggling about boys.”
 
   “Is that how you see me?  As some empty-headed bimbo?”  I reach across the seat to poke him in the chest.  “Whatever I look like on the outside, I’m still me on the inside.  I’m still the guy who’s pulled your ass out of the fire more times than either of us can count.  Got it?”
 
   He seizes my hand and begins to bend it back until I hear something pop.  Though I don’t want to, I whimper; fresh tears come to my eyes.  “Stop it!” I shout like a little girl with a boo-boo.
 
   “You see my point?  You aren’t Steve anymore.”
 
   He lets my arm go.  I hold it against my chest as if it’s broken.  It’s not; it’ll just need a couple of hours to feel better.  “I get it.  Can’t I help you track him down?”
 
   “How are you going to help?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I whine.  “I can do something.”
 
   “What you can do is stay home with Tess.  I’ll feel a lot better if I know you’ve got someone looking after you.”
 
   “I don’t need looking after.  I’m still an adult.”
 
   “You don’t have money, a job, a place to live.  You don’t even have any ID.  No one knows Stacey Chance exists except for me, Tess, and Dr. Palmer.  For now you are my child.”
 
   I sulk for a few minutes.  The silence lets both of us cool off a little.  I’m sure Jake knows how important it is for me to nab that bastard Luther; he wants to protect me from myself.  “I can at least help you go through some of the files.  I can still read.”
 
   Jake sighs heavily.  “All right, you can help with some of the legwork.  But when it comes time for the muscle, you’re going to be at home with Tess.  Deal?”
 
   I reach across the seat with my good arm to shake his hand.  “Deal.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 20
 
   My second night in the Madigan household goes a lot more smoothly than the first.  Though I insist I’m fine, Tess tucks me in again.  She’s changed the sheets, to a set of dark blue ones that won’t show any stains.  At least she hasn’t put garbage bags under the sheets like I’m a bed wetter.  
 
   This night I sleep like a baby.  When I wake up it’s still dark in the room, but the clock says it’s almost eleven in the morning.  Tess didn’t wake me up.  She probably wants me to get some rest after how bad I’ve felt the last couple of days.
 
   Before I go downstairs or even to the bathroom I go over to the vanity.  As I start to brush my hair out, to replicate what Tess did, I notice something:  the bruise is gone!  There’s a little bit of a dark circle left, but otherwise my eye looks normal.  The arm Jake put into his kung-fu death grip feels normal as well.
 
   There’s only one explanation:  FY-1978.  Dr. Palmer said the drug was still in my system.  It probably still is working its magic on my boo-boos.  I lean forward until my nose almost touches the mirror to see if anything else is different.  Can I still call myself eighteen or am I seventeen now?  Maybe even sixteen?  I can’t see that much of a difference other than with the shiner.  I’ll have to see if Tess notices anything.
 
   She of course notices that my bruise is gone.  “Such a wonderful job with the makeup,” she says.
 
   “It’s not makeup,” I say.
 
   She frowns at this; she does the math like I did.  “That’s remarkable.  I’ve never seen a bruise heal so quickly.”
 
   “Guess I’m a quick healer.”
 
   For the moment it seems my period is gone too.  It might be lying dormant, but there’s no fresh blood on my maxi pad and my stomach feels just fine as I wolf down the eggs and bacon Tess puts in front of me.  She doesn’t eat anything herself; she probably ate hours ago when Jake left.  I slow down a little when I see the way her lip is curled, a rebuke on the tip of her tongue.  I’m supposed to be a young lady now, not a street urchin.
 
   “Are you feeling up to going out?” she asks after I finish breakfast.
 
   “Sure.  What about Jake—Mr. Madigan?  What’s he doing today?”
 
   “He said he’s going to work on a case.  He promises to be home for dinner.”
 
   Jake’s the kind of guy who usually keeps his promises too.  He’s probably going to do a little work on the Lennox Pharmaceuticals case, the kind of work he doesn’t want me around for.  Maybe lean on a few snitches like the Worm.  Someone out there has to know where Artie Luther is holed up.  Someone might even know where to find some more FY-1978; if there’s any more to be found.
 
   In the meantime there’s nothing I can do but get dressed and go shopping with Tess.  I’d rather shop for men’s clothes, but whatever we get will be better than this stinky old tracksuit or a dead girl’s clothes.  Tess spreads ads across the table.  All of these are for suburban stores:  department stores, outlet shops, and supercenters.  I stare at the models in their T-shirts and jeans.  When I see a girl in sweatpants with “PINK” written on them I remember the thrift store and that nice woman Grace.
 
   “What do you think, dear?” Tess asks.
 
   “Um, actually, this stuff isn’t really my style,” I say.  “I thought maybe we could go to the garment district.”
 
   “Of course, dear.  Whatever you want,” Tess says, though I can see disappointment on her face.  
 
   ***
 
   The garment district got its name because it used to be populated by textile mills and seamstresses, though most of those have gone in the last fifty years.  The garment district doesn’t have all the trendy stores like downtown or the suburbs, but it does have plenty of boutiques that charge reasonable prices.  At least that’s what Tess says as we make our way there.
 
   “When I was a girl it was still a lot of hippies and drugs,” she says.  “It’s been cleaned up a bit since then.”
 
   Cleaned up means taken over by the hipsters.  They’re the ones in the “vintage” clothes with too many piercings and look as if they haven’t bathed in a month.  I could probably fit right in with them.  
 
   We leave the car in a lot so we can get out on foot and explore.  I haven’t spent a lot of time in this part of town as a cop.  I only came a few times on a tip or to find a snitch.  Those were always in the dark; in the light the place looks worn and dirty and claustrophobic.  The buildings are all squeezed together; most of them date from the 1910s or 20s, back when everyone still believed in progress.
 
   I feel around in my pocket for Grace’s business card, but Tess must have taken the card or else it got destroyed by the washer.  If there were still phone books we could go look it up.  The garment district isn’t that big; we’ll probably run across it eventually.
 
   The first shop we stop at smells like meat.  Old, salty meat.  In its past life the store must have been a butcher shop.  Now some woman almost Tess’s age who dresses like she’s still my age runs the place.  “My niece needs some new clothes,” Tess says.  “What do you have that would look good on her?”
 
   The woman’s judgment runs contrary to what I want.  She shows me a lot of peasant blouses and flowing skirts, the kind of outfits where I’d just need to put some flowers in my hair to look like someone from Woodstock.  After the fourth such outfit Tess says, “Thank you so much, dear.  We’ll think about it.”
 
   The next shop features a girl with a pink Mohawk.  There’s a lot of leather in the place, not all of it clothes to wear in public.  Tess and I beat a quick retreat from there.  From the way Tess’s face has paled, I know she’s having second thoughts.  We probably should have gone out to the suburbs, to the mall or Wal-Mart.
 
   Then I see the sign for the Second Chances Boutique, which is hand-painted and matches the font on the business card.  “Let’s try in here,” I say to Tess.  I hope I don’t sound too eager.
 
   The boutique isn’t much to look at, just a space about as big as my old apartment with racks of mismatched clothes on the walls and scattered throughout the store.  There’s a wooden counter with an old brass cash register.  Grace sits behind it on a stool and reads a psychology textbook as large as the phone book.  She marks her place and then looks up at me. 
 
   A smile comes to her face as she recognizes me.  “I remember you.  The thrift store, right?  You were looking around at the men’s clothes.”
 
   “That was me,” I say.  My face flushes with embarrassment.  
 
   “That outfit looks like it’s working out for you.”
 
   “It is, thanks.”
 
   “And now you’ve come for more?”
 
   “Yes.”  I motion with my head to Tess.  “My aunt and I are doing some shopping.”
 
   “Oh, this is your aunt?  It’s nice to meet you.  My name’s Grace Meredith.  I run this place, such as it is.”
 
   “It’s a lovely shop,” Tess says, her voice dry.  I’m not sure if she just doesn’t like Grace or if she’s annoyed I kept from her that Grace and I already met.
 
   Grace hops off her stool and then comes around the counter.  She takes my arm to show me rows of T-shirts.  Most of them are for bands I’ve never heard of or elections I never voted in.  “Everyone nowadays is selling ironic T-shirts, but these are the real deal.  See how faded some of these are?  That’s not because I sit around here washing them for hours like some of these shysters.”
 
   I go through the racks, but don’t see anything that catches my eye.  “Don’t you have any plain ones?”
 
   “I should have known.  You’re not the ironic type, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re a functional girl.”
 
   “That sounds right.”
 
   “That’s fine with me.  I think I got some things that will be up your alley.”  She shows me another rack of ordinary T-shirts and blouses.  I find a few in my size.  I try to stick with neutral colors:  dark green, dark blue, black, and white.  Nothing pink.  Maybe I’ll be stuck as a girl for the rest of my life, but that doesn’t mean I have to dress girly just yet.
 
   There are some jeans too.  I pick out a pair of bellbottoms that along with the dark blue T-shirt remind me of Debbie when we first met.  All I’d need to do was get my hair feathered and dyed blond like a wanna-be Farah Fawcett.  I feel myself edge closer to a breakdown at the thought of Debbie, which always leads me back to Maddy.
 
   Grace pats me on the shoulder to snap me out of my daydreams.  “That looks really sharp,” she says.  “You’ve got a great sense of style.”
 
   “Or lack of style,” I say.
 
   “Style is supposed to suit the individual.  This look you’ve got really fits your personality.  It’s straightforward, no-nonsense—”
 
   “Functional?”
 
   “Right.  You don’t mess around, do you?”
 
   “Not if I can help it.”
 
   Tess joins us and nods in approval.  “You look very nice, dear.”  She insists I buy at least one dress.  “You need something for church,” she says.
 
   I consent to let Grace show me some dresses fit for church.  I settle on a white one with a floral print; the skirt goes down to almost my ankles.  “That will do nicely,” Tess says.  Then she clears her throat and turns to Grace.  “She’s going to need some…unmentionables as well.”
 
   Grace smiles and nods.  “I know what you mean.  We keep that stuff in the back.  And don’t worry, they’re not vintage.”
 
   The panties come in a plastic bag, six to a pack.  Without me saying anything, Grace picks out the least lacy ones—functional underwear.  I take these without a word.  Then I catch her staring at my chest.  My face turns warm.  Is she checking me out?
 
   She is, but not the way I think.  “You look like you’re a C-cup,” she says.  “A thirty-four-C I’d say.”  She rummages through a rack of bras until she finds a plain white one.  “This looks about right.  You should go try it on to make sure.”
 
   “Oh.  Right.”  I start to feel queasy again, but not from my period.  This is just old-fashioned nervousness.  I’ve never put a bra on before.  I couldn’t even take them off when I was with Debbie.  The first couple dates in the backseat of my car, I had to let her take the damned thing off after my fingers couldn’t get the knack of it.
 
   I take a deep breath and then go into the little changing room. It’s about as big as a phone booth, with barely enough room for me to turn around.  Grace guesses right about the size of it; it fits securely to my chest without constricting me.  The problem as always is to hook it in the back.  I try three times without success.  In the mirror I see my face reddening.
 
   There’s a knock on the door.  “Do you need any help, sweetheart?” Tess asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” I squeak.  The tears I held back before start to come now.  I want my old body back!  My nice, simple man’s body, where the hardest thing was to tie my necktie.  Being a woman is so complicated.  Complicated and annoying.  I think of what Dr. Palmer said and once more the terrible reality hits me that I might be like this forever.
 
   The hormonal storm passes after a couple of minutes.  “Stacey?  Are you all right?” Tess calls out.  “Are you feeling ill?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I mumble.  “I’ll be out in a minute.”
 
   I look myself in the eye and try to stare myself down.  I can do this.  I’ve caught hundreds of criminals; I can put on a fucking bra.  With renewed determination I reach back.  This time I hook it together securely.  Then I put my T-shirt on over it.
 
   I make sure to wipe my eyes before I step out.  I’m sure Tess and Grace can still see how red they are.  “How’d it fit?” Grace asks.
 
   “Great,” I say.  “Just great.”
 
   “We’ll need six more in the same size,” Tess says.
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
   The bill comes to nearly three hundred dollars.  I put a hand on my pocket before I realize I don’t have any money.  I don’t have anything, not so much as a bus pass.  I remember what Jake said, that I’m no one except to him, Tess, and Dr. Palmer.  I’m just a plain young woman in a city with millions of them.
 
   “I’ll pay you back,” I whisper to Tess.
 
   “Nonsense, dear.  It’s my treat.”
 
   Grace clears her throat.  “If you’re looking for a job, I could use another hand around here.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Sure.  I can’t pay more than minimum wage, but you get a discount on the clothes too.”
 
   “We’ll have to think it over,” Tess says.  “I’m not sure Stacey is ready for that yet.”
 
   Grace nods.  She reaches beneath the cash register for a business card like the one she gave me before.  “You can call me anytime.  If I don’t pick up, just leave a message on the machine.”
 
   “OK,” I say and pocket the card. 
 
   “At the very least, tell me how the clothes are working out for you, all right?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   With that we leave the store, armed with four shopping bags.  I look back; something tells me I’ll return soon enough.
 
   ***
 
   We don’t go very far.  Just down a block to a greasy spoon like Rosie’s.  The woman who waits on us is about as old as Rosie, though not so sunny.  “Specials are on the board,” she says.  “See anything you want?”
 
   “I’ll just have a coffee,” Tess says.  “Two sugars and one cream.”
 
   “I’ll have the same,” I say.
 
   With a huff the waitress saunters off to eventually fetch our coffee.  Tess lets out a weary sigh.  She looks ready to curl up on the booth seat and go to sleep.  “Are you all right?” I ask.
 
   “I’m a bit tired.”
 
   “Looking after a kid is a lot of work.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, dear.  I’m worried about Jacob.  I know he’s hiding something from me.  I can always tell when he’s keeping a secret.”
 
   I know what secret Jake is keeping:  my real name.  So I guess it is my fault after all.  “Don’t policemen keep lots of secrets from their wives?”  God knows I kept plenty of secrets from Debbie.  Then again she wasn’t all that interested to hear my stories about fighting crime in the city after Maddy was born.  By then my job no longer sounded like a television show and just another job, same as a window washer or garbage man.
 
   “Yes, but there’s something different about this.  He’s been acting very evasive.”
 
   “He probably has a good reason.”
 
   “I’m sure he thinks he does.”
 
   “But you don’t agree?”
 
   “There’s no way I can know without knowing what it is,” she says and yawns.  “Did she go all the way to Colombia for the coffee?”
 
   “Maybe she’s unloading it from the burro.”
 
   We laugh more than is deserved at this crummy joke.  The waitress picks that moment to return.  From the way she glares at us, she knows we were talking about her.  “Here’s your coffee,” she says and slams down both cups.  “You want anything else?”
 
   “Not now.  Thank you,” Tess says.  She takes a sip of the coffee and then makes a face.  I sip mine and make an identical face.  The coffee tastes like motor oil that’s been burned for a couple thousand miles.  There’s not enough cream and sugar in the world to erase that taste.  
 
   Tess drinks hers anyway.  “Those are some nice clothes you bought,” she says to change the subject from her husband.  “That dress is really pretty.  Did your parents ever take you to church?”
 
   “They weren’t very religious.”
 
   “Did they at least get you baptized?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I don’t remember much from back then.”
 
   “I’ll talk to Reverend Crane on Sunday.  I’m sure we can arrange a baptism if you want one.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.  If I do get baptized then in the eyes of the Lord I’d be Stacey Chance for all eternity.  I shiver at that thought.  “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Of course, dear.  It’s not something to take lightly.”
 
   I take another sip of coffee—or try to.  I turn away so Tess can’t see my reaction.  Out the window I see a coffeehouse across the street, a grungier version of Starbucks called Kozee Koffee.  It can’t be any worse than this shit.  “I’ll be back in a minute,” I say.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To get some real coffee.”  Then I remember I don’t have any money.  “Can I borrow a couple of bucks?”
 
   “Here you go, sweetheart,” Tess says.  She hands me a ten.
 
   To get across the street I have to weave around a lot of slow cars.  I get honked at once and cussed at in three different languages.  I flip them off as I wind my way over to the coffeehouse; I hope Tess didn’t see me.
 
   The place smells about as bad as the coffee across the street tastes.  It’s dark inside; only a pair of dim overhead lamps provide any light.  I don’t see anyone behind the counter at first.  With my luck I caught them on a break.
 
   “Anyone here?” I call out.
 
   “Just a moment!” a woman’s voice says back.  From the sound of it, she’s on the floor behind the counter.  I get confirmation of this when she pops up like a whack-a-mole a moment later.
 
   The girl is about my age with hair the color of pink cotton candy.  There’s a ring in her nose, another in her left eyebrow, and a half-dozen more in each ear.  Despite all of this, I know the girl’s face.
 
   It’s Maddy.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 21
 
   Maddy doesn’t recognize me.  Why should she?  The last time she saw me I was a thirty-eight-year-old man.  I had a beard back then, until it became so gray I had to either dye it or shave it; I chose the latter.  There’s no reason at all she should recognize me as an eighteen-year-old girl.  No reason at all—except that I’m her father.  Shouldn’t there be some special bond that tells her who I am?
 
   “What can I get you?” she asks.
 
   I trip over my own tongue until I spit out, “Coffee.”
 
   “What kind?  We have lattes, cappuccinos, espressos, frappes, or just plain old boring coffee.  We also have tea—hot and cold—and juice.”
 
   I can tell there’s going to be no tearful reunion here.  If there are any tears it’ll just be me because my own daughter doesn’t recognize me.  I force myself to take a deep breath and then say, “Cappuccino.  Two.  To go.”
 
   “Coming right up.”
 
   I can’t help but stare at Maddy as she works.  She’s so different than she was at ten years old.  So different even than her high school picture.  What’s happened to her in the last couple of years?  The father in me wants to grab her by the collar and drag her back home so she can get that shit out of her hair and all those rings off of her face.  Nose rings are for steer, not little girls.
 
   But she’s not a little girl anymore.  She’s older than I am.  She’s free to do whatever she wants, pierce whatever she wants.  Even if I were still a man I couldn’t force her to do anything.
 
   When she bends down for something, I see a tattoo on the small of her back.  One of those Chinese characters.  A “tramp stamp” as they’re less-affectionately known.  Is my daughter a tramp?  Is she sleeping around with someone?  Does she have a child?  Am I a grandfather?  
 
   A hundred other questions flit through my head while she makes two cappuccinos.  I can’t ask any of them.  How can I?  I’m just a stranger to her.  Maybe I always was.
 
   “Here you go,” she says.  “Two cappuccinos.  Just be careful, they’re hot.”
 
   “I will,” I mumble.
 
   “Do you want a carrier for them?”
 
   “No.  I’m fine.”
 
   I’m about to turn and walk away, defeated.  Then she throws me a lifeline.  “Did you buy those clothes from Grace’s?”
 
   “Yeah.  How did you know?”
 
   “I shop there all the time.  She’s got such great taste.”
 
   “She does.  She picked this out for me.”  I think of what Grace said before I left.  “She offered me a job there.”
 
   “No way!  Are you going to take it?”
 
   “I might.”
 
   “Well if you do, maybe you could share your employee discount with me.”
 
   I smile at this.  “I guess I could.  If she lets me.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to know,” Maddy says.  She leans forward as if someone might hear us.  “It could be our secret.”
 
   “And maybe you could give me a discount on coffee.”
 
   “I could.”  Maddy extends her hand over the counter.  “My name’s Maddy Griffith.”
 
   Griffith?  That’s Debbie’s maiden name.  She must have changed it after the divorce.  Whose idea was that?  “Stacey Chance.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Stace.  You mind if I call you that?”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” I say, though I really want her to call me Daddy like she did when she was little.  For now this will have to do.
 
   ***
 
   I return to the diner, where Tess dozes in the booth.  Her eyes shoot open when I set the cappuccino in front of her.  “Oh, how sweet of you.”
 
   “Just thought you might like a decent coffee.”
 
   “That’s so thoughtful.  Thank you.”  She takes a sip of the coffee and nods.  “That’s wonderful.  Just what I need.”
 
   We leave our used motor oil on the table and set out for the car.  I ask Tess to wait outside Grace’s store.  Grace sits behind the counter and reads her enormous textbook.  “Back so soon?” she asks.  “Clothes not working out for you?”
 
   “They’re fine,” I say.  “I decided to take the job.  If you’re still offering it.”
 
   “That’s great.”  She snaps the book shut and then drops it on the counter with a thud.  “So when can you start?”
 
   “Tomorrow, I guess.  Unless you need me sooner.”
 
   “Tomorrow works for me.”  She reaches beneath the counter for something.  It’s a couple sheets of paper.  “You’ll have to fill this out to make it all nice and legal.”
 
   I take the papers from her.  It’s a job application.  The first line is easy enough; all I need is my name.  The next box stops me cold.  I need a Social Security Number.  I could probably use my old one, at least for now.  The Feds might have a problem with it in a couple of months, especially if Steve Fischer is declared dead by then, which he certainly will be unless Dr. Palmer comes up with a cure for me.
 
   “Could I take these home?  My aunt is waiting outside and she’s kind of tired.”
 
   “Sure.  Just bring them back tomorrow.  Be here at nine if you can make it.  I should be up by then.  If not, knock really loud.  OK?”
 
   “OK.”  I fold the papers up.  “Thanks a lot for this.  You don’t know how much it means to me.”
 
   “It’s no problem.”  Before I can leave, Grace comes around the counter to give me a hug.  “You’re not my employee yet so that doesn’t count as sexual harassment.”
 
   I laugh at this.  It might be fun to work for Grace.  And it’ll allow me to see Maddy every day.  At least whenever she works.  That’s a lot more than I’ve seen her for the last twelve years.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 22
 
   Jake is less than supportive of my decision when I tell him in his study.  “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he hisses.  “You can’t tell Maddy.  She’ll never believe you.”
 
   “I’m not going to tell her.  I just want to be around her more.”
 
   “She’s not your daughter, Stacey.”
 
   “She’ll always be my daughter.  No matter what I look like.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he says with a groan.  “Yesterday you were so hot to go and kill Artie Luther and now you’re taking a job at a dress shop?”
 
   “It’s not a dress shop.  It’s a clothes store.”
 
   “A women’s clothes store.”
 
   “Well I am a woman in case you hadn’t noticed.  You’d rather I were working at the S&M store down the road?”
 
   “I’d just like to know what the fuck you’re doing.  Is this the hormones again?  All that estrogen got you going batty?”
 
   “I’m not going batty.”  It doesn’t help my case when I start to cry again.  Eventually I have to get a handle on these damned hormones.  Maybe after all this FY-1978 leaves my system it’ll even me out.  Or maybe I just need more practice at being a woman.  “What if things were reversed?  What if you were the one turned into a woman and it were Jenny working at the coffee shop?”
 
   “We’re not dealing with hypotheticals here.  We’re dealing with reality.”
 
   “None of this is reality.  It’s all crazy.”
 
   “True.”  Jake puts a hand on my knee.  “This isn’t a good idea.  I know you love Maddy, but this is only going to hurt you in the end.”
 
   “I don’t care!  This may be my only chance to get close to her.  I’m not going to let it slip away.  If you don’t understand that, then the hell with you.”
 
   Jake lets out a weary sigh reminiscent of his wife’s.  “Fine.  Take the stupid job.  You’ll figure out I’m right.”
 
   “I will take the job.”  But then I look down sheepishly at my feet as I remember the job application.  “There’s just one problem.”
 
   “Only one?”
 
   “I don’t have a Social Security number.  Or any ID.  I need it for the application.”
 
   “Well, you’re in luck on that score.”  Jake takes a manila envelope off his desk.  He shakes it open and out pops a Social Security card, state ID card, and a birth certificate.  “I had one of our mutual friends make these up.”
 
   I pick up the ID card.  There’s my name:  Stacey Lynn Chance.  Eighteen years old.  The height is a little shorter and the weight a little higher than what Dr. Palmer said.  The picture isn’t of me, but the girl is a close enough match that no one will notice.  I hold the ID card up to the light:  the laminate is legit.  “Must have gone to Sampson?”
 
   Ricky Sampson is the best forger not currently behind bars.  He would be except that he cut a deal with the DA.  He works as a forensics consultant for the city, and the city keeps him out of jail.
 
   “Yeah.  He hasn’t forgotten anything.”
 
   “Must have cost a pretty penny.”
 
   “He did it pro bono.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “We exchanged favors.”
 
   “What did you do for him?”
 
   “I didn’t blow his fucking head off.”
 
   I laugh at this.  For a moment at least it’s like old times.  Makes me wish we could go down to Squiggy’s and tie one on.  But we can’t do that, not anymore.  “You couldn’t have got him to make me twenty-one?”
 
   “You go up to some bartender and say you’re twenty-one and they’ll know it’s a fake ID.  Probably cut it up in front of you and then you’ll be screwed.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Hey, come on, it’ll be all right.  Why don’t you fill out your application?  I need to go out and get a smoke.”
 
   “Sure.”  As Jake starts to go, I add, “And thanks.”
 
   ***
 
   When I finish with my paperwork, Tess waits for me with a black purse about the size of a toaster oven.  “Here you go, dear.  You’ll need this.”
 
   “I don’t need a purse.”
 
   “Every girl needs a purse.  You can’t go around with everything sticking out of your pockets, can you?”
 
   That had worked well enough for me before, but that was when I had a wallet.  “I guess not.”  I take it from her.  From the weight I realize it’s already got some stuff inside.  I open it up and see lipstick, a compact, eyeliner—none of which I know how to use—as well as a hairbrush and three maxi pads.  “That’s so thoughtful of you.”
 
   “Now you’ll look like a woman,” Tess says.
 
   “Yeah, great.”
 
   “Just make sure you take good care of it.  There are a lot of people with sticky fingers in this city.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.”  I’d die of embarrassment if I let myself get victimized by a purse-snatcher like some little old lady.
 
   Tess wraps me in a hug.  “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart.  You’ve been here just three days and look at you!  You’re all cleaned up with some nice new clothes and now you’ve got a job.”
 
   “I’ve come a long way.”  And it’s true.  When I woke up that first morning I was naked, with nothing, not even a name.  In three days I have what amounts to nearly a normal life.
 
   Maybe Dr. Palmer was right about that second chance.
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   Chapter 23
 
   I’m so excited I can hardly sleep.  It isn’t as much about the job as the job’s proximity to Maddy.  I hope she works tomorrow so I can go over for a coffee and have a little chat with her.  If I play my cards right, I might be able to find out a few things about her, about what she’s done since her mom and I divorced.
 
   I lie on Jenny’s bed and think of hundreds of different conversations between Maddy and I.  Most of them go badly, with her realizing her old dad has become a young girl.  In those conversations she screams and sobs while I lurch away into the night like the Frankenstein monster.  There are a couple that end better, where she hugs me and I promise things will be different now.  I don’t put much stock into those.
 
   I know Jake is right that I can’t tell Maddy who I am.  She’d never believe me.  Maybe after Dr. Palmer’s tests are done I could show her the results.  But then what?  She probably hates me not only for the divorce, but also because I didn’t contact her the last twelve years.  That my lack of involvement was her mother’s idea wouldn’t be of any help.
 
   I toss and turn for a few hours, until I’m sure Jake and Tess are asleep.  Then I sneak downstairs and turn on the TV.  Mostly it’s infomercials at this hour, so I lie on the couch and watch two beautiful people hawk skin care products.  I snort as I remember what Dr. Palmer said.  FY-1978 would have made products like this obsolete.  It would have made just about the entire beauty industry obsolete.  That was a lot of money; no wonder Lex wanted to get his hand in that pie.
 
   Does he have any of the FY-1978?  Or any of Dr. Nath’s notes?  Something that might help Dr. Palmer find a way to cure me?  Wouldn’t that be a great universal irony if the only person who could save me was the one who did this to me to start with?
 
   I sigh and try to think of happier thoughts.  Maddy looks a lot different than how I had envisioned, but it doesn’t matter.  I love her anyway.  As I told Jake, she’ll always be my daughter.  I remember the moment the doctor handed little Maddy to me, how perfect she looked.  She still had some blood on her, but I didn’t care.  She was my little angel.
 
   The tears start to flow again.  I do what I can to wipe them away.  I try to focus on the present:  Maddy with her pink hair and nose rings.  Is she on drugs?  It didn’t seem like it from what I’d seen.  That doesn’t mean she can’t toke a doobie every now and then.  What if she is on something?  I can’t turn in my own daughter.
 
   I’m not sure when I fall asleep, but when I wake up, Tess stands over me.  She has a look of concern on her face.  “Are you feeling all right?” she asks.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep,” I say.  “Nerves.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I could call that woman—”
 
   “No!” I say, harsher than I mean to.  “I’ll be fine.”
 
   I don’t eat a lot for breakfast, just some toast with jam and a cup of coffee.  The coffee I need most of all since I got almost no sleep.  I shamble through breakfast and a shower like a zombie.  
 
   The biggest decision of the morning is what to wear.  I go through my drawers—where Tess put most of my new clothes—to find something that will look presentable for Maddy.  I settle on a black T-shirt and a pair of jeans with a hole in the left leg Grace assured me was made naturally.  I try to smile in the mirror, though my face still looks tired.  I suppose it’s too late to dye my hair pink and get a few piercings.  Not that Tess would ever let me do that.  I make sure to grab my new purse before I head downstairs.
 
   Tess takes me as far as the nearest subway station.  I can’t escape before she wraps me in a hug.  “Have a good day, sweetheart.  If you need anything at all, you call me right away.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And be very careful.  This city isn’t safe for a young girl all by herself.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.”  I want to tell her I’ve been a cop for thirty years, but I can’t.  The look on her face as I leave is like a mom as she sends her kid to school for the first time.  I’m sure Tess would have liked to look after me a little longer, to have me all to herself so she wouldn’t be alone.  Jake and I really need to talk about that at some point; there has to be something we can do to cheer Tess up.
 
   I can’t think of anything right now, so I leave her to her loneliness and board the train.
 
   ***
 
   I feel normal again as I ride the train.  I get a seat next to a young woman in a business suit who’s too busy with her phone to notice me.  A middle-aged guy stands next to us.  He tries to be subtle, but I can see him peek at the girl next to me.  I feel a little jealous he doesn’t notice me.  Am I that plain?
 
   The girl and her admirer get off at the next stop.  A woman with a baby carriage gets on.  I shift over so she can sit closer to the door.  She nods her thanks to me before she reaches into the carriage for her baby.
 
   It feels oddly good that no one talks to me.  I’m just an anonymous face, one among millions.  I’m not any different from any of the other women here.  I feel a lot better than the last time I was alone on a train, when I wore clothes much too big for me and felt everyone could see through them.  I suppose after a few days I’ve started to settle into my new skin a bit, to feel at home in my own body again.
 
   I get off in the garment district and start towards the stairs.  Along the way I see a girl with a cup.  She doesn’t look too different than me that first day, her hair disheveled and clothes baggy.  I give her some of the money Tess loaned me for lunch.  “God bless you,” she whispers.
 
   I wish I could do more for her, but I can hardly take care of myself at the moment.  I climb up the steps and then join the great crush of people on the sidewalks.  Again the anonymity feels good.  I’m elbow-to-elbow with people of every size, age, and color and yet no one pays any attention to me.  No one screams that I’m a freak.
 
   That gives me hope for Maddy.  She didn’t notice anything yesterday, so as long as I don’t come on too strong, she shouldn’t notice anything today.  How long can we go on like this?  Years if it takes that long.
 
   ***
 
   I get to Grace’s right at nine o’clock.  The door is still locked, so I do as she suggested and rap on the glass with my left hand.  The knock sounds timid to my ears.  I take a deep breath before I try again, hard enough to rattle the glass.
 
   “I’m coming!” Grace shouts from inside.  “Keep your panties on.”
 
   Her face turns a little red when she sees it’s me.  “Oh, sorry about that,” she says.  “I thought you were someone wanting to use the bathroom.”
 
   “I didn’t mean—”
 
   “I’m joking!” she puts an arm around my shoulder.  “You aren’t going to last long here if you take things too seriously.”
 
   “Oh.  I’ll try to do better.”
 
   “Hey, come on, don’t be nervous.  I don’t want to be your boss.  I want us to be friends.  Except I get to tell you what to do.  OK?”
 
   “That sounds fine.”  I unzip my purse to take out the papers she gave me yesterday.  “I filled these out.  Do you need a copy of my ID or anything?”
 
   “These should be fine.”  Grace skims the application I sweated over so much last night.  “To be honest, you’re my first employee.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “My mom used to run the place.  She started it about fifteen years ago, after she split with my dad.  Then she got sick and I came back to run it for her.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” I say.  “Is she—?” 
 
   “She died four years ago.  Pancreatic cancer.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be.  You didn’t know her.  She was a really interesting lady.  A little crazy.  Kind of like me, huh?”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “I’m just kidding.  I can see it’s going to take some time to crack that shell of yours.  That’s all right.  I like a challenge.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do?”
 
   Grace leads me over to the old brass cash register.  The black buttons are so big they look like you need a hammer to make them work.  “Mostly you just run this old monstrosity.  Mom got it from a flea market because she thought it looked neat.  It’s kind of a pain to use, but I’ve gotten used to it.  You will too after a couple of months.  If I’m not such an ogre that I drive you away, right?”
 
   “You’re not an ogre.”
 
   “You just don’t know me well enough.”  Grace gives me a lesson on how to use the cash register.  As I suspected, I have to slap the buttons hard for them to go down all the way.  The “No Sale” sign pops up.  “Good job.  Now we’ll just have to wait a little while for a customer.  You’ll find out pretty quick that we aren’t exactly Times Square around here.”  
 
   If that’s true, I wonder why she needs an employee.  She intuits this question and picks up the heavy book I saw her with yesterday.  “I could probably run the place by myself, but I’m working on my psych dissertation.  I’ve been working on it for six years now and I’m just about finished with it.  With you watching the place, I can get it done.”
 
   “So this is a temp job?”
 
   “Well if you really want to stick around, I can probably sign the whole thing over to you eventually.  After I find a job.”
 
   “Oh.  Wow,” I say.  I try to imagine myself running a clothes store in the garment district.  Is that what I want to do with my life?  If it keeps me close to Maddy, then yes.
 
   I hear footsteps upstairs.  Then the stairs begin to squeak.  I just about faint when I see Maddy come through the doorway.  Her pink hair is unbound and mussed while her oversized T-shirt and sweatpants are wrinkled.  She looks like she just got up.
 
   Then she kisses Grace on the lips.
 
   ***
 
   In none of the scenarios I ran through my head did I ever imagine my daughter is a lesbian.  The possibility never entered my mind.  But then the last time I’d seen her, she was ten years old, playing Barbies and Pokemon.
 
   I take a couple steps back while Maddy and Grace kiss, until I’m pressed against the wall.  My mouth hangs open, but no sound escapes my lips.  It’s obvious from the duration of the kiss Maddy and Grace are well acquainted with each other and that this is not just a friendly hello.  They’re a couple.
 
   I try to tell myself Maddy is old enough to make these kind of decisions for herself.  She’s old enough to date whoever she wants.  And even if I want to complain, I haven’t been around for twelve years and I can hardly butt in now as Stacey Chance.
 
   After they separate, Maddy turns to me; her face lights up with a smile.  “I guess Stacey’s an early riser,” she says.
 
   Grace puts an arm around my shoulder.  “I like an employee who’s punctual.  That’s why I didn’t hire you.”
 
   “You’re just afraid I’ll steal all the clothes.  At least the ones that fit.”
 
   “Well you just about cleaned out the swimwear before we went to Atlantic City.”
 
   “I needed some bathing suits.  I’m supposed to go to the Gap?”
 
   Grace gives my shoulder a squeeze.  “The other part of your job, Stacey, is to make sure Madison doesn’t use the place like her personal closet.”
 
   “Yeah, well, Stacey and I already have an understanding.  Don’t we?”
 
   “I, uh—”
 
   “I’m sure Stacey was just kidding.”  Grace turns to me and adds, “You don’t want to give anything to this moocher.”
 
   “I told you I’ll have the rent next week.”
 
   “That’s what you said.  Then you went and got your navel pierced.”
 
   “You’re the one who suggested it.”
 
   I almost laugh at the bizarreness of the situation.  My daughter and Grace argue the same way Debbie and I used to when we were married.  They’re like an old married couple.
 
   Like an old married couple, they make up with a kiss—and probably more later.  “I’m sorry,” Grace says.  “I’ve just been under a lot of stress lately.”
 
   “It’s fine.  Now that Stacey’s here, she’ll help take some of the load off your shoulders.”  Maddy turns to me and says, “Just remember those shoulders belong to me.”
 
   I hope she’s not serious about that.  Though from the look of her, I don’t think I want to meet Maddy in a dark alley.  Maybe she’s a chip off the old block after all.  “I won’t.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to get ready for work.  It’s good to see you again, Stace.  When Mussolini here lets you have a break, come down for a cup of coffee.  On the house.”
 
   “I will,” I say with probably too much enthusiasm.
 
   Maddy goes back upstairs, which leaves Grace and I alone in the store again.  “Don’t mind her,” Grace says.  “Maddy can take some getting used to.”
 
   “I know the feeling,” I say and feel strangely proud of my little girl.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 24
 
   Grace and I have the store to ourselves for three hours.  She uses that time to show me around the store, which doesn’t take long, and to explain how things work.  “Some people will want to barter, maybe trade some of their old clothes for our old clothes.  If they do, let me know and I’ll take a look at them.”
 
   “Sure,” I say.  “Don’t you have any men’s clothes?”
 
   “We used to, but not many men come in here.  Most straight guys aren’t that particular where they shop and the gay guys go more upscale.  So I phased that out.  If a guy does come in here, he’s probably a cross-dresser.”
 
   I feel my face turn red, though it shouldn’t.  I’m not a cross-dresser.  I’m not a transsexual either.  Dr. Palmer made sure of that.  I’m a hundred percent real woman.  Still, if I ever did tell Maddy what happened to me, she’d probably lump me in with those weirdoes.
 
   “Yeah, I know, we get all kinds in here.  Not nearly enough like you.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Nice girls.  Most people who come in here are conceited as hell.  Myself included.”
 
   “And Maddy?”
 
   “Maddy’s got other issues.”
 
   “She seems normal enough.  Except for the hair and rings.”
 
   Grace waves a hand at the air.  “She’s going through a phase.  God, listen to me.  I sound like my grandma.  Next thing you know, I’m going to invite you upstairs for cookies and milk.”
 
   I want to press Grace about what kind of issues Maddy has, but the door opens and a fat woman walks in; she wears a tank top and shorts that show me far more of her than I want to see.  Grace nudges me in the ribs.  “Go get ‘em, tiger.”
 
   I force myself to take a few deep breaths.  I’ve faced down hundreds of psychopaths in my career; I can handle one fat woman.  I fake a smile as I approach her.  “Hi.  Can I help you find something?”
 
   “I need a dress.  A hot dress.  I got a date tonight and I need to look good.”
 
   My first instinct is to tell her if she wants to look good she should book an appointment for some liposuction.  But I need this job so I can stay close to Maddy and so I don’t have to keep sponging off Jake and Tess.  “Sure.  Our dresses are over here.”
 
   I show her over to the racks of dresses, where I got my church dress from.  I’m not sure if Grace has any plus size dresses.  She’s taken cover by the register, where she hides behind her psych textbook.  The old sink or swim technique.
 
   I give the fat woman a couple of minutes to go through our offerings.  “Anything you like?”
 
   “I said hot.  These all look like dresses my grandma would wear.”
 
   “I can check in the back—”
 
   “Yeah, you do that.”
 
   The back room is where Grace leaves all the stuff she hasn’t sorted through yet.  That will probably be one of my new duties.  I get a head start by sticking both hands into a cardboard box nearly as tall as I am.  I pull out handfuls of clothes, to look for something that might make the fat woman happy.  I can’t imagine Grace will fire me if I don’t close this first deal, but she probably won’t be impressed either.
 
   I manage to find a few things that might fit.  When I get back, the fat woman is browsing the undergarments.  This unfortunately makes me think of her naked.  As unhappy as I am about what FY-1978 did to me, at least it didn’t make me look like that.
 
   “This is all I could find,” I say.
 
   She snatches the dresses away from me.  She tosses the first two to the floor without a word.  The third one she holds up to her body.  It’s a short, strapless number that’s bright red, guaranteed to draw far too much attention to her.  “This might do,” she says.
 
   “You’re welcome to try it on in the changing room.”
 
   I’m not sure if the changing room will be big enough, but I’m pleasantly surprised when she doesn’t get stuck in the doorway.  I stand back; I hear her grunt and pant a lot.  I hope she’s just trying on the dress.
 
   It looks as bad on her as I imagined; it exposes more of her than the tank top and shorts.  “What do you think?” she asks.
 
   I got plenty of experience in lying to a fat woman from when Debbie was pregnant with Maddy.  I try not to let my smile waver as I say, “That certainly looks hot.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I’ll wear it out of here.  You mind?”
 
   “No, that’s fine.  I just need to find out the price.”  I shuffle over to the cash register.  The fat woman follows me, which makes it easier to tell Grace which dress the fat woman wants.
 
   “How much you want?” the fat woman asks.
 
   Grace puts down her book to study the dress.  “Let’s say fifty bucks.”
 
   “Fine.”  The fat woman reaches into her purse for the money.
 
   “Is that all I can get for you today?” I ask.
 
   “I think that’ll do it,” she says.  Grace stands aside so I can ring it up.  The woman pays with cash, a crisp hundred-dollar bill.  I count back the change while Grace puts the fat woman’s tank top and shorts into a bag.
 
   “There you go.  Have a nice day,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, sure.” 
 
   I wait until the woman waddles out the front door to sigh.  Grace claps me on the shoulder.  “You’re a natural, kid.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m not sure I could have handled it so well.  I mean, did you see her arms?  They looked like two uncooked loaves of bread.”
 
   “It was pretty gross.”  Something about the encounter bothers me.  It takes me a moment before I figure it out.  “When I came in yesterday, did you just tell me what I wanted to hear?  Does this look bad on me?”
 
   “I could answer that, but how do you know I won’t be lying?”
 
   “That sounds like a dodge.”
 
   “Some people you have to lie to.  Some can handle the truth.  Now if I’d tried to sell you a dress like that, then I’d have to lie.”
 
   “You don’t think I’d look hot in a dress like that?”
 
   She puts a hand on my shoulder.  “Of course you would.  But would you really want to wear something like that?”
 
   I think for a moment and then shake my head.  “No, I guess not.”
 
   “Then stop complaining, would you?  You did fine.  Better than fine.  You were great.  Now, why don’t you take a break?  Go fetch us a couple of cappuccinos.”
 
   “Sure,” I say, grateful to get away.  As I reach the door, it occurs to me I’m just as insecure as the fat woman or Debbie when she was pregnant.  Women.
 
   ***
 
   The Kozee Koffee is empty when I get there.  I’m about to call out when I hear the toilet flush in the ladies room.  Maddy appears a minute later; she wipes her hands on her apron.  “I was wondering when you’d show up,” she says with a smile.
 
   “Grace wants a cappuccino.”
 
   “Yeah?  What about you?”
 
   “I’ll have one too.”
 
   I reach into my pocket, but Maddy waves at me.  “Don’t bother with that.  It’s on the house.”  While she starts on Grace’s cappuccino, she asks, “How’s the first day going?”
 
   “I made my first sale.”
 
   “That fat girl in the red dress, right?”
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   “I figured from the way she was strutting around.  Some people are so delusional.”  Maddy passes a cappuccino across the counter.  “So now you’re not a sales virgin, eh?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “You don’t seem too happy about it.”
 
   “It’s great.  Really.”  I force myself to smile while inside I kick myself.  This isn’t how I wanted things to go.  I want us to hit it off, to become best friends.  The only problem is I don’t know how to be friends with Maddy.  I don’t know her at all.  What I do know came from Grace—my daughter’s lover.
 
   Maddy picks up the second cappuccino, the one earmarked for Grace, and takes a sip of it.  “That’s good shit, don’t you think?”
 
   “It is pretty good.”
 
   “Come on, let’s have a seat.”
 
   We don’t sit inside.  Instead we go outside, to one of the tables by the sidewalk.  There’s not much foot traffic right now.  Maddy takes another sip of Grace’s cappuccino.  “How long ago did you run away?” she asks and I nearly spit out my coffee.
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “You got the look.  It’s like one of those wild tigers at the zoo.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt anyone.”
 
   “I don’t mean that.  I mean you keep looking around, like you’re waiting for someone to throw a net on you again.”
 
   “I am?”  I’m not aware I look like that, but then I’ve always had to keep on my toes to stay alive.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry.  I’ve seen a lot of girls like you around here.  So what happened?  You get tired of the suburbs?  Or were your parents just shitheads?”
 
   “Shitheads,” I say.  “They didn’t treat me very well, so I thought I’d go out on my own.”
 
   “And now here you are.”
 
   “Here I am.”  I’m quick to add, “I’m staying with my aunt.  She’s really nice.”
 
   “She’s not really your aunt, is she?”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “Deductive reasoning.”
 
   “What are you, Sherlock Holmes or something?”
 
   “No.  My dad’s a cop.”
 
   “He is?”
 
   “Yeah, or he was.  He might be retired by now.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “I haven’t seen him in years.  My mom got full custody in the divorce.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   When Maddy shrugs I almost start to cry again.  “He wasn’t around much before they got divorced.  He was married to his job.”
 
   “But I’m sure he cares about you.”
 
   “He never even sent a birthday card.”
 
   That’s true.  I never sent her a card.  I figured Debbie would just throw them away.  Still, I should have at least tried.  She is my daughter.  “That’s pretty bad,” I say.  “But at least he didn’t punch you in the face for your birthday.”
 
   “Your father did that?”
 
   “On my sixteenth birthday.  I had a black eye for a week.”
 
   “No wonder you ran away.”  Maddy reaches across the table to take my hand.  “You don’t have to worry about that anymore.  You’re free now.  Grace and I will help you get on your feet.  How about you have dinner with us tonight?  I’m not much of a cook, but Grace is like fucking Rachel Ray.”
 
   “I’d love to.  I’ll have to call my aunt.  She worries about me.”
 
   “I can see why.”
 
   Someone walks into the coffeehouse.  Maddy stands up from the table.  She passes the cappuccino to me.  “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Sure.”  I let out a sigh and smile.  Things didn’t go quite as I hoped, but we made some progress.  It’s a start.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 25
 
   I make two more sales that day.  A couple of hipsters who want something to wear ironically.  Each sale gets easier as I grow more comfortable lying to them.  I remind myself a lot of police work involves deception; you have to make a criminal think you know more than you do so he’ll confess.  By comparison it’s much easier to tell a girl she looks good in a T-shirt two sizes too small.
 
   Grace doesn’t have any problem with Maddy’s invitation for dinner.  “Sounds like a good idea.  Can’t promise you anything too fancy, though.”
 
   “Maddy said you’re like Rachel Ray.”
 
   “Only in that I can make something edible in thirty minutes or less.”
 
   “I’m sure she didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.”  Grace sighs.  “Sometimes Maddy doesn’t think things through.”
 
   “That’s not always a bad thing.”
 
   “No, most of the time it’s great.  Other times it gets annoying.”
 
   “This is one of the annoying times.”
 
   “A little, yeah.  Less so if you can handle things for an hour while I hit the grocery store.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   While I’m alone I use the phone to call Tess.  “My boss invited me for dinner,” I say.
 
   “Dinner?  That seems a little forward.”
 
   “She’s nice.”  I don’t mention anything about Maddy; I know Tess would not be happy about me having dinner with a couple of lesbians.  She’s not the most open-minded on that subject.  Not that I’m all that open to it, but if that’s what Maddy wants to be then I’ll support it.  “It shouldn’t be too long.”
 
   There’s silence on the phone for a moment.  Then Tess says, “I’ll send Jacob to pick you up at nine o’clock.  I don’t want you riding the train alone at night.”
 
   I want to protest I can take care of myself, but I know it won’t do any good with Tess.  She’s taken me in as her surrogate daughter and she’s going to make sure nothing happens to me.  “All right.  I’ll be ready.”
 
   “Good.  So how are things going there?”
 
   “Great.  I made three sales already.  Grace says I’m a natural.”
 
   “That’s very good to hear,” Tess says, though she doesn’t sound too enthused about it.  A few hours haven’t improved her view of my new job yet.  “I suppose I should let you get back to it.  Goodbye, sweetheart.”
 
   “Goodbye—Aunt Tess.”  I can almost hear her smile before I hang up.  She’d probably rather I called her Mom, but this is the next best thing.  I lean back against the wall and sigh.  Things have become too complicated.
 
   ***
 
   Grace closes up at seven o’clock.  She’s already been upstairs for an hour to get dinner ready while I mind the store.  She shows me how to lock the register and then bring down the metal shutters over the windows and doors.  “How is Maddy going to get in?” I ask.
 
   “She uses the fire escape.”
 
   “Is that safe?”
 
   “Sure, she does it all the time.”
 
   I’d like to go out and check the fire escape myself, but that would look too paranoid.  Instead I follow Grace upstairs.  She’s got two big pots on the stove, one filled with pasta and another with tomato sauce.  “You like spaghetti?” she asks.
 
   “I love spaghetti.”
 
   “Good.  This is all organic stuff.  Real organic, not the shit they sell at the A&P or Wal-Mart.  We’re vegetarians, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   “But you’re a meat-and-potatoes kind of girl, right?”
 
   “I haven’t been able to be picky lately.”
 
   Grace stirs the sauce while she asks me seemingly off-hand, “You been having to eat out of dumpsters?”
 
   “A few.  Is it really that obvious?”
 
   “I talked to Maddy after I got the stuff.  She’s going to pick up a bottle of wine.”
 
   “I’m not old enough to drink.”
 
   “We won’t tell—”
 
   “My uncle is picking me up at nine.  He’ll smell it on my breath.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got a pretty strict aunt and uncle.”
 
   “They’re just old-fashioned.”
 
   While Grace tends to the pasta, I walk around the rest of the apartment.  It’s not much bigger than mine was.  There are two bedrooms, but I notice the smaller one has a lot of dust in it.  No surprise that Maddy and Grace are sharing a bed.  
 
   In lieu of a coffee table or end tables in the living room, someone—I assume it’s Grace—has stacked up old books.  A few deal with psychology, but others are dictionaries, encyclopedias, and even old phone books.  The posters on the walls are for movies in the last decade, probably ones the theater threw away.  In all it looks like the kind of place for a couple of modern young women in the city.
 
   I make myself at home on a saggy gray couch that for some reason smells like Thai food.  There’s no wall between the living room and kitchen, so I can still watch Grace as she works.  She picks up a bottle of some kind of spice to shake a little in.  Maddy shows up a few minutes later.  “Like the couch?  We found it on the corner last week.  It was a pain in the ass to carry it up.”
 
   “It’s nice,” I say.  I hope she can’t tell I’m lying.  While I know there’s nothing wrong with Maddy and Grace’s apartment, the father in me wants my daughter to live somewhere nicer, like a palace.  She deserves better than a couch fished out of the trash.
 
   “I’m going to take a quick shower and change,” Maddy says.
 
   “Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes,” Grace says.
 
   “A real quick shower then.”
 
   “Every day she does that,” Grace says after Maddy’s turned on the water in the shower.  “I think she hates the smell of coffee.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say.  Or maybe there was something else she hated about the smell of the coffeehouse that bothered her.  As confident and happy as she seemed, maybe she wanted more than to be a barista.  I wish I could talk to her about that, but I’m still a relative stranger.
 
   Grace has dinner on the table when Maddy steps out of the bedroom.  Her hair is still damp, but it seems a little less pink than before.  She’s changed into an oversized light blue shirt and a pair of dark blue shorts, only the hem visible.  I can’t help but notice Maddy has very nice legs, long and toned, like her mother’s.
 
   “Glad you could join us,” Grace teases.  At least I hope she’s teasing and this isn’t a resumption of their earlier hostilities.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to miss this,” Maddy says.  She gives Grace a chaste kiss.  Then she turns to me.  “Grace’s spaghetti is the best.  Not like that canned shit my mom makes.”
 
   Debbie never was much of a cook.  She was the kind of person who could have burned water.  Not that I’m any better.  That’s why I spent most of my dinners at bars or Rosie’s or with Jake and Tess.
 
   I dig my fork into the noodles and sauce.  I feel them watch me as I taste it.  It is a hell of a lot better than any spaghetti I’ve had before.  “This is great.  A lot better than the dumpster.”
 
   It takes them both a minute to realize I’ve made a joke.  Then they laugh a lot harder than they need to.  Grace pats me on the shoulder.  “She’s starting to come around.  We’ll have that shell broken in no time.”
 
   Maddy sits down next to me.  Now that she’s showered, she smells like something floral—violets?  Did she put perfume on to impress Grace or me?  Maybe both of us.  She wraps a hearty ball of pasta around her fork in true Italian fashion.  I wonder where she learned that from; it certainly wasn’t from me.
 
   “So how was your first day?” Maddy asks.  
 
   “It was great.  A lot of fun.”
 
   “You’re just saying that because I’m sitting here, aren’t you?” Grace asks.
 
   “No, I really enjoyed it.”  I’m not lying when I say this.  When Dr. Palmer suggested I find another line of work, being a cop seemed like the only thing I could do.  But there was something nice about Grace’s shop.  Maybe it was that I didn’t have to worry much some punk would put a bullet in me.  Or maybe that I didn’t have to stare at the underbelly of society.  For one day I could pretend everything was good and everyone was happy.  “I can come back tomorrow, right?”
 
   “After that first sale I’m ready to hand over the keys to you.”  Grace turns to Maddy.  “You should have seen the hippo who waddled in there.”
 
   “I did see her.  I can’t believe sweet little Stace here talked her into that.”  When Maddy pats my shoulder I can’t help but grin from ear to ear.  “You should be selling used cars.”
 
   “I’m not that good.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest,” Grace says.  “You did a hell of a job.  A lot better than my first day.  My first customer tried to shiv me with a hanger.”
 
   “I said I was sorry,” Maddy says and the three of us laugh.  
 
   I let them carry most of the conversation through dinner.  Like most married couples they talk about their neighbors and small domestic matters like whether they should call someone to look at the leaky sink.  There’s a lot I’d still like to ask Maddy, but from the sound of it, she’s contented enough.  She and Grace seem happy together.  And she did it without any help from me.
 
   The subject eventually turns back to me.  “You should come out with us this weekend,” Maddy says.  While Grace smiles, I see her mouth twitch for a moment.  This is another of those moments where Maddy speaks before she thinks.
 
   “I’m not sure I can,” I say.  “My aunt doesn’t like me being out after dark.”
 
   “She’s not even really your aunt, so fuck her.”
 
   “Maddy—”
 
   “Sorry.  I’m sure she’s a nice woman.  Doesn’t mean you have to let her keep such a tight leash on you.”
 
   “She just worries about me.  After everything that happened, she has reason to.”
 
   Maddy sees she’s gone too far this time.  “I’m sorry.  I just meant it might be fun for the three of us to go out.  We don’t have to go to a club or anything.  We could go to a movie.  Something G-rated for your aunt.”
 
   I smile at the joke.  It’s hard to imagine Tess with Grace and especially Maddy with her pink hair, piercings, and tattoos.  I feel a sad lump in my stomach as I remember how Tess used to play peek-a-boo with Maddy when she was a baby.  
 
   “I was just kidding,” Maddy says.
 
   “I know.  I was thinking of something else.”  I tell them about Jenny, though I don’t use her name.  By the time I’ve finished, all three of us have tears in our eyes.
 
   “That’s so sad,” Grace says.  
 
   “No wonder your aunt worries about you,” Maddy adds.  She wipes at her eyes and then forces a smile.  “It was just a thought.”
 
   “I’ll talk to her about it,” I say.  I check the clock over Grace’s shoulder:  it’s fifteen minutes to nine.  “I should probably get going.”
 
   “You haven’t even had dessert yet,” Maddy says.  It touches me that she doesn’t want me to go yet.  I don’t want to leave her either, but Jake will probably be early and he won’t be happy if I make him wait.
 
   “I couldn’t eat another bite anyway,” I say.  That’s a lie.  I’m still famished despite two plates of pasta.  Apparently my stomach hasn’t caught up with the rest of me yet.
 
   “I’ll wrap something up for you,” Grace suggests.  She goes into the kitchen to cut a piece of tiramisu for me.  
 
   This gives me a chance to say goodbye to Maddy.  “This was a lot of fun,” I say.  “It’s been a while since I had a chance to hang out with someone my own age.”
 
   “You’re welcome to hang out here anytime you want.”  Maddy gives me a hug I wish would go on a lot longer than it does.  I remember when she used to wrap her arms around my neck and press her little cheek against my shirt.  How did I ever let things get this way between us?
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say.  I hope to escape before I start to bawl.
 
   Grace escorts me down through the store so she can unlock the door; she doesn’t want me to try the fire escape in the dark.  Her hug is briefer, though still gentle.  “You need anything, you let us know, all right?”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”
 
   As expected, Jake is out front in the car, smoking a cigarette.  He stares at Grace, to size her up the way a cop does.  “So that’s your boss, eh?” he asks once I’m in the car.  Grace waves as we drive away.
 
   “Yeah, that’s her.”
 
   “Looks like a flake.”
 
   “Then maybe I’m a flake too, because I like her.” 
 
   “You get to see Maddy?”
 
   “She’s upstairs.”  I turn to Jake and study his face as I ask, “Did you know Maddy was a lesbian?”
 
   “No,” he says.  I can tell from the way his cheek twitches that he’s lying.  He knows I know too.  “She came over to visit Jenny a few times.  One time she was all broken up about something.  I thought it was Jenny being sick, but it was some other girl who dumped her.”
 
   “So she’s been that way for a while?  And you never told me?”
 
   “You could have asked her yourself.  She wanted you to.”
 
   “She say that?”
 
   “She doesn’t have to say it.  Every time she came over she’d ask about you.”  Jake flicks his cigarette out the window.  He reaches into his jacket for another while I feel like he’s punched me in the stomach. 
 
   “I should have called her,” I say.  “Or at least sent a fucking birthday card.”
 
   “You aren’t going to get an argument from me.”
 
   “I was a really shitty father, wasn’t I?”
 
   “It was a bad situation with you and Debbie.”
 
   “And I made it worse.”
 
   “Maybe.  There’s no way to know for sure.  Not even Dr. Nath invented a time machine.  Speaking of which, Dr. Palmer sent me some stuff.”
 
   “What stuff?”
 
   “Your test results.”  It’s too dark to read through them, so Jake gives me the short version.  “She says you’re definitely a woman, and the FY-1978 is still in your system.”
 
   “She said as much at the hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, but now she’s sure.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “If it’s good enough for her, it’s good enough for me.”
 
   “So what’s she going to do about it?”
 
   “She wants to see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?  But—”
 
   “Take a sick day.”
 
   I look in the rearview mirror.  I don’t want to have to call in sick on my second day, but this is too important.  Maybe Dr. Palmer can find some way to cure me, so I can see Maddy as myself and make things right. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 26
 
   I can’t sleep that night.  I wind up on the couch again and fall asleep to another infomercial.  In my dreams it becomes a commercial for FY-1978.  A picture of the old me is brought up on the screen.  I look hung over, my eyes red and days of gray stubble on my chin.  “Look at this broken down old man,” the tanned, aging host says.  “He’s so disgusting he can’t even bring himself to talk to his only daughter.”
 
   The audience boos theatrically, as if this is really a taping of The Jerry Springer Show.  “But with FY-1978 we can make even this monster beautiful.”
 
   All of the sudden someone gives me a push onto the stage, into blinding lights.  I hear the audience gasp.  “Look at the difference FY-1978 can make for you!”
 
   My vision clears enough that I can see my female body.  Just as when I first woke up as a woman, I’m naked.  I try to cover my breasts with my hands, but it’s already too late.  Behind me I see the split-screen before and after pictures.  The host comes to stand next to me and says, “FY-1978, it’s like a Fountain of Youth in a syringe!”
 
   I don’t realize I’ve been screaming until Tess shakes me awake.  “It’s all right, dear,” she says.  “It was just a nightmare.”
 
   I look around and see the living room of Jake’s house.  There’s no audience in the room, just Tess.  Thank God I’m clad in a gray T-shirt and sweatpants too.  I let Tess wrap me in a hug and pull me close.  She strokes my hair and whispers to me that everything is all right.  I’m not so sure about that.
 
   ***
 
   When I call Grace in the morning, I don’t tell her I’m sick.  Instead I tell her I have to go down to the police station to fill out some paperwork about a restraining order against my no-good parents.  She accepts this without question.  It makes me smile when she says, “Do you want any moral support?”
 
   “Thanks, but my aunt and uncle will be there.  I’m sorry about the timing.”
 
   “It’s fine.  We probably won’t be very busy anyway.”
 
   With my flimsy excuse in place, I’m free to head off to the meeting with Dr. Palmer.  She’s arranged to meet us at Lennox’s headquarters downtown.  Because it’s such a swanky place, I wear my church dress and a pair of formal shoes from Jenny’s closet.
 
   Throughout the drive, I try to arrange the skirt so I’m comfortable without my privates visible to anyone.  “I don’t know how anyone can stand these,” I say.
 
   “Just think of it like a shorter bathrobe,” Jake says.  This advice isn’t very helpful.  I finally find a somewhat comfortable position and then fiddle with my hair.  Tess brushed it out this morning and then used a couple of barrettes to keep it out of my face.  I try to smooth it down anyway; I don’t want to look like an urchin as Tess says.
 
   The headquarters for Lennox is a sparkling tower of turquoise glass surrounded by a lot of other gleaming towers.  We go around to park in the underground garage and circle down three levels before we find a spot.  
 
   Before we get out, Jake turns to me.  “No matter what happens, I’ll help you through it, all right?”
 
   “I know,” I say.  “Do I look all right?”
 
   Jake shakes his head.  “God, you really are becoming a woman.  You look fine.  Not that Dr. Palmer will care.”
 
   “Maybe she doesn’t, but there are a lot of people there who might.  I don’t want security running me out of the place like I’m a bum.”
 
   “No one’s going to think you’re a bum.  You’re too well-dressed.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   We take the elevator up to the lobby.  As soon as the doors open, I can hear the fountain bubbling.  It’s just as big as I’ve heard, two stories of marble in the shape of Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom.  At least that’s what Dr. Palmer says.  She’s there to meet us right by the elevators in a dark blue suit.  Again I can’t help but feel jealous at how much better she looks in formal clothes than I do.
 
   “You look lovely,” she says and gives me a brief hug.
 
   “Thanks.  So do you.”
 
   “This is quite the spread you guys have,” Jake says as the bad cop.  
 
   “Pharmaceuticals are a big business,” Dr. Palmer says.  She gives us a tour of the lobby and explains about the fountain of Athena.  “It’s supposed to be symbolic of something.  I’m not sure what.”
 
   “It’s beautiful.  Can I make a wish on it?”
 
   Dr. Palmer shrugs.  “You can try.  Mostly just little kids do that.”
 
   “I’m not a little kid!”
 
   “Yeah, well, it couldn’t hurt to try for a little extra luck,” Jake says.  He reaches into his pocket for a quarter.  He presses it into my hand.  
 
   “I guess so.”  I flip the quarter into the water, my eyes closed as I wish for Dr. Palmer to have a cure for me.
 
   From there she leads us up to the security desk.  We have to give them our IDs and sign the register.  Though like the factory by the waterfront, the guards just carry tasers that can’t stop a serious intruder, not someone like Artie Luther.
 
   The elevator is full of people, all of whom look more grown-up and professional than me.  There’s barely room for the three of us to squeeze inside.  Dr. Palmer presses the button for the eighteenth floor.  
 
   When the elevator doors open on the fourth floor to let people out, someone’s hand brushes against my ass.  Did someone just cop a feel?  I smile to myself; it’s the first time a stranger’s ever flirted with me as a woman.  It’s a lot better than that fat bastard Jefferson when he checked me out.
 
   With a few people gone, I’m able to press against the side of the elevator, next to Dr. Palmer.  “Your bruise is gone,” she says.
 
   “Yeah, it disappeared the day after your exam.”
 
   She nods as if she expected that.  “Must be the serum still in your blood.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.  It’s kind of like having a superpower, isn’t it?”
 
   “Just don’t try leaping from any tall buildings.”
 
   Dr. Palmer makes it tough for me to stay positive.  I want to believe everything will work out.  I know better, but I desperately want everything to get back to normal, or what passed as normal before.  The first thing I’ll do is call Maddy and tell her I love her.  Then I’ll buy her twelve birthday cards, one for each year I missed.  
 
   The doctor leads us to a windowless conference room.  There’s nothing in there but a white board, a table, and a dozen wheeled vinyl chairs.  “Have a seat,” she says.  She takes the head of the table, where her briefcase sits.  She snaps it open and then pulls out a few folders.
 
   “I’m sure Mr. Madigan already went through the test results with you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So we definitely know that you are a hundred percent female and that you have FY-1978 still in your blood.”
 
   “Is that good or bad?” I ask.
 
   “Both,” she says.  “The good thing is that gives us a sample of the serum to work with.  The bad news is that even if we had a cure, we couldn’t risk using it with so much of the original in your system.”
 
   “How long will it take?”
 
   “Probably six months at least.”
 
   “And is it…doing anything in there?”
 
   “You’re not getting any younger.  At least not from what I can tell.  As you saw, though, it might still repair some serious cell damage you incur.”
 
   “That’ll be good if I cut myself shaving.”
 
   Dr. Palmer doesn’t smile at my bad joke.  Instead she frowns.  “We might as well get down to business.  I brought you here because I wanted to tell you this in person—”
 
   “It’s bad news?” I say.
 
   “Depends on how you look at things.  Like I said, it’s good you had some FY-1978 in your blood so we could get a sample.  The bad news is that without the formula or Dr. Nath’s notes, we have to try reverse engineering the serum.  It’s a lengthy process, one that might not be successful.”
 
   “How long is it going to take?” I ask.
 
   “It depends.  But I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you; it could take as long as five years before we’ve got it.”
 
   “Five years?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”  Dr. Palmer reaches across the table to take my hand.  I can barely feel it.  Five years.  Five years of being a woman.  I remember what Jake said in the car, that I’m already acting like a woman.  I’ve seen the signs myself.  In five years is there going to be any of Steve Fischer left?  Or will I be entirely Stacey Chance?
 
   She gives my hand a squeeze before she drops the anvil on my head like in one of those old cartoons.  “It gets worse.  That’s five years to recreate the serum.  From there we have to study it, figure out exactly how it did what it did to you.  Then we have to come up with a cure.  We’ll have to do trials on animals—”
 
   “How long?”
 
   Dr. Palmer takes a deep breath.  “Conservative estimate:  twenty years total.”
 
   “Twenty years?  You expect me to live like this for twenty years?”  In twenty years I’ll be thirty-eight years old, on my way into middle age for a second time.  
 
   And in twenty years Maddy will be forty-two years old.  She and Grace will probably have moved out to the suburbs so they can raise a child they create through artificial insemination—my grandchild.  A grandchild who will never know his or her grandfather, just Aunt Stacey.
 
   I put my head down on the table and sob at this image.  Dr. Palmer pats my back.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.  I wish I had better news for you.  But it might not be that long.  I’ll be working around the clock on this, to find a way to change you back.”
 
   I look up, Dr. Palmer’s face blurry through my tears.  I laugh.  It’s a bitter, hateful laugh.  The chances of a cure quickly were remote, but there was still that hope.  Now there’s no hope left at all.  “You?  You’ll find a way?  The only one who could is Dr. Nath and she’s dead!  You said it yourself; she’s the only one who knew how to make this shit.  You’re too fucking stupid to remake it, let alone to cure me!”
 
   I feel a stronger hand on my shoulder.  “Come on, don’t say something you’ll regret,” Jake says.
 
   “I won’t regret it!”  I reach out to sweep the papers and Dr. Palmer’s briefcase from the table in a childish gesture that makes me feel slightly better.  “You people made this shit!  Your stupid drug did this to me and now you’re saying you’ll need twenty years to fix it?  Fuck you!  Fuck all of you!”
 
   “Stacey, please—”
 
   “Fuck you!”  I storm out of the room while Dr. Palmer and Jake are still reeling from my outburst.  I don’t bother with the elevator, knowing it’ll be too slow.  Instead I kick off my silly girl shoes and take the stairs.  I’d like to take off this girly dress too, but that will have to wait until later.  It’s almost impossible to see through my tears, but my feet guide me well enough.
 
   I expect someone to stop me in the lobby, but no one intercepts me as I run crying through the atrium and out of the building.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 27
 
   My mind is a blank for the next six hours.  All I know is I got on a train to the garment district.  By the time I wind up at the Kozee Koffee, the bottoms of my feet are black and bleeding.  I should have kept the stupid shoes.
 
   “Stacey?  Oh my God, what happened to you?” Maddy says.  She rushes from behind the counter to wrap me in a hug I can’t feel.  “Grace said you were at the police station.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.  The police station,” I mumble.
 
   Maddy sits me down at a table.  She uses another chair so she can prop my feet up.  I don’t feel it when she washes them with a damp rag.  I don’t feel anything at all.  I’ve cried myself out on the way here.
 
   To finish, she rubs at my cheeks as if I’m a child who had played in a mud puddle.  “What happened to your shoes?  Did someone steal them?”
 
   “No.  They were slowing me down.”
 
   Maddy looks me in the eye.  Despite how different the rest of her might look from me, her eyes are the same blue.  They’re my eyes.  Or rather, Steve Fischer’s eyes.  That’s not me anymore.  From now on I’m Stacey Chance.  I decided that at some point during my escape.  Steve Fischer is dead.
 
   That’s what brought me here.  I take Maddy’s hand.  It’s bigger and there are too many rings on it, but it’s as soft as when she was a newborn.  No, she’s not my daughter anymore.  She was Steve’s daughter.  Maddy is just my friend and now I’m going to perform a friend’s duty.  “Maddy, I need to tell you something.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The people I’m staying with, they’re Jake and Tess Madigan.”
 
   “Really?  I know them.  Jake is my dad’s partner—on the police force.  I used to play with their daughter.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “I saw some pictures in Jenny’s room of you two.”
 
   “She used to be my best friend.  But she’s gone now.  I’m sure they told you that.”
 
   I nod.  “Has anyone said anything about your father?”
 
   “No.  Why should they?  No one’s said anything about him in twelve years.”
 
   I take a deep breath.  Even as Maddy’s friend this is difficult.  “He’s dead.  He died about five nights ago.  There was a break-in at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  He responded to the call.  The intruders killed him.”
 
   Maddy stares at me for a long time with no reaction.  She finally asks, “You’re sure?”
 
   “I saw some papers on Jake’s desk.  It was a police report.  Whoever did it burned down his apartment too.  You can probably find that in the newspaper.”
 
   Maddy drops the damp rag to the floor.  After a minute she says, “No, that can’t be.  Someone would have said something by now.  They would have told Mom and she would have told me.”
 
   “Go and ask Jake Madigan.  See what he tells you about it.”
 
   Maddy has a cell phone in her pocket.  She whips it out and then punches in a few numbers.  She doesn’t have Jake’s cell in there apparently because she says, “Hi, Mrs. Madigan?  It’s Madison Griffith.  It’s good to hear your voice too.  I, um, I need to talk to Mr. Madigan.  It’s important.  Is he around?  Well, could you give me his cell number?”  She listens for a moment and then nods.  “Thanks, Mrs. Madigan.  No, I’m fine.  Really.  What?  No, I haven’t seen Stacey.  Is she missing?  I’ll keep an eye out for her.”
 
   Maddy gives me a hard stare, one that penetrates my numbness to make my stomach churn.  “You’d better be right about this.”  She punches in another phone number, Jake’s cell.  I hope he has it with him.  Like a lot of older guys he isn’t always the most responsible with the new technology.  Apparently he does have it with him, probably in case I call.
 
   “Hi Mr. Madigan, it’s Madison Griffith.  No, Stacey’s not here.  I’m not sure where she is.  What happened?  Oh, I see.  Well, I’ll keep an eye out for her if she comes here.”  Maddy pauses and her hand shakes.  “I heard about a robbery at this place called Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  Do you know anything about that?  Uh-huh.  Was Dad there?  He was?  Is he OK?”  I wish I could hear what Jake is saying so I’d know if he’s lying or not.  He must not be, because Maddy’s eyes fill with tears.  “Thanks for telling me.  No, I’ll be fine.  I have to go.”
 
   She throws the phone across the room before she melts against me.  “Oh God!” she sobs.  “He is dead.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   I’m not prepared for her to flip out the way I did in the conference room at Lennox’s headquarters.  “That son of a bitch!  He doesn’t call me for twelve years and now he’s dead?  That stupid fucking bastard!  I hate him!  I’m glad he’s dead!”
 
   “You don’t mean that,” I say.
 
   “Yes I do!  He never loved me, just like he never loved Mom.  All he cared about was helping strangers.  He never cared about his family.”
 
   I want to deny this, but how can I?  She’s right.  I always put my job above Debbie and Maddy.  Is it any surprise Debbie found greener pastures?  Is it any wonder she didn’t want Maddy to live in my seedy apartment every other weekend?  
 
   I put my arms around Maddy and hold her close.  We sob together, to mourn the death of Detective Steve Fischer.
 
   ***
 
   After about ten minutes of crying, Maddy gets up.  She pulls me up to my tired, dirty, bloody feet.  “Come on,” she says.  “Jake will be here any minute.”
 
   “But you said—?”
 
   “He’ll show up here anyway.  He knows you’ll come here sooner or later.  That or Grace’s.  He’s probably got someone staking out the shop already.”
 
   I follow Maddy out the back, into an alley.  She stops to throw her apron against the door.  “Won’t you get fired for that?”
 
   “So what?  I can get another crummy job.”
 
   “Where are we going to go?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she says.  We take a few steps; a sharp pain accompanies each one.  “Oh shit, your feet.  Wait here a minute.”
 
   I sit on a crate in the alley and wish I hadn’t worn my dress to that meeting.  The hem of the skirt and patches of the rest are as black as my feet.  I’m not sure how that happened.  Tess will kill me when she sees it.  I laugh at this.  I won’t see Tess again.  That’s too bad because she’s the best surrogate mother an eighteen-year-old runaway can hope for.
 
   Maddy returns with a couple of garbage bags.  “These won’t be as good as shoes, but they might help a little.”  She wraps the bags around my feet and then uses a piece of string to tie each bag to my feet.  
 
   As she said, the result isn’t as good as a real pair of shoes.  It is slightly better than to walk barefoot, the pain a little less with each step.  Maybe by tomorrow the FY-1978 will have taken care of this too.  In the meantime I’ll have to gut it out.
 
   Maddy leads me through a winding series of alleys.  We end up at the back of Grace’s shop.  “Stay here,” she says again.  “I’ll go up and grab some shoes.”
 
   “Could you get me a shirt and pants too?” I say.  “I really want out of this dress.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   I watch as she climbs up the fire escape and disappears through the window on the second floor.  Grace is probably in the shop.  If Jake or Tess has called her, she might be worried about Maddy and I by now.  Maybe I should go in for a minute—
 
   No, Maddy’s right.  Jake might show up there.  Or he might radio for a car to keep an eye on the place in case I turn up.  I’ll be a lot safer in the alley.
 
   Maddy climbs down a couple minutes later, a bundle of clothes tucked under one arm.  There’s a pair of shoes, a dark blue shirt, and a pair of jeans.  “Hurry up and get dressed,” she says.  She turns away while I strip off the dress.
 
   The shirt and pants are a little big.  So are the shoes.  I’m not too picky at the moment.  I leave the dress in the nearest dumpster, followed by the barrettes in my hair.  Let my hair get wild.  I don’t care anymore.
 
   “What do we do now?” I ask.
 
   “Let’s get a drink,” Maddy says.
 
   ***
 
   In some kind of cosmic irony, Maddy chooses Squiggy’s of all places.  There’s something appropriate about that, as if we’ve completed the circle.  “My dad came here a lot,” she says.  
 
   “I’m not old enough to drink,” I remind her.
 
   “So?  They aren’t going to card us.”
 
   Maddy goes in first.  She takes a seat at the bar.  Big Al stares at her for a moment, as if she’s a space alien or escaped zoo critter.  He doesn’t get many girls with pink hair in here.  “Give me a shot of bourbon,” Maddy says.  “And one for my friend.”
 
   “How old is she?” Big Al asks.
 
   “Twenty-one,” I say.
 
   He stares at me for a moment and then shrugs.  He pours two bourbons.  Maddy takes some cash from her pocket.  “Keep ‘em coming,” she says.
 
   The alcohol burns down my throat.  I cough.  After just the one drink I feel lightheaded.  Part of that might be the blood loss; the rest of it is that this body is a lot smaller than my old one.  No, there was no old body.  This is my only body and it’s always been my body.  I will myself to forget about the last fifty years, but it doesn’t take.  I’ll need a lot more alcohol for that to happen.
 
   “Hey Al,” Maddy says.  “You hear about my dad?”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He sleeps with the fishes,” she says and cackles wildly; she doesn’t realize how right she almost is.  
 
   “You’re his little girl, aren’t you?  I remember you when you weren’t even as tall as one of those stools.”
 
   “Yeah, Dad would bring me into a place like this.”
 
   “It wasn’t to drink,” Al says.  Even through the alcohol, I remember what he’s talking about.  It happened about eighteen years ago.  I’d taken Maddy to a dentist’s appointment.  We were about to get some ice cream—which defeated the whole point of going to the dentist—when the call came in.  Someone had robbed Squiggy’s.  
 
   A more responsible parent would have taken his four-year-old daughter home first, but I wasn’t that responsible.  I put the siren on the top of the dash—which delighted Maddy in the backseat—and drove like a bat out of hell to get here.  A detective wouldn’t usually stoop to investigate a petty bar robbery, but this case was personal.
 
   “Those uniformed punks wouldn’t have done anything.  Your daddy made sure to track the bastards down.  Got all my money back with interest.”
 
   “Yeah, he was a real fucking hero,” Maddy says.  Her voice isn’t even slurred yet.  My little girl can hold her liquor better than I can.  “Give me another, will you?”
 
   “What happened to him?” Big Al asks.
 
   “Some drug company robbery.  He tried being a hero again.  This time he bought it.”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk about your dad like that,” Big Al says to defend his best customer.  “He was a good guy.”
 
   “Yeah, as a cop.  And a drinker.  He was shit for a father.”
 
   “I think you two better leave,” Big Al says.
 
   “Oh yeah?  Or you’ll do what?  Call the cops?”  She laughs right in his face.  “Just wait till they see you’re serving an eighteen-year-old, you stupid bastard.”
 
   Maddy’s gone too far again.  Big Al doesn’t need to call the cops.  He reaches beneath the bar for a double-barreled shotgun.  “I said to get out of here.”
 
   “You going to kill us?  Two sweet, innocent little girls?  The press will have a field day with that.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t have to kill you.  Maybe I’ll just shoot one of those pretty legs and let you bleed to death.”
 
   “You don’t have the guts.”
 
   “You want to find out?”
 
   I take Maddy’s arm.  “Come on, Maddy.  Let’s go.”
 
   “Yeah, fine.  You water your booze down anyway.  Fat bastard.”
 
   Maddy hops off the stool.  I lean against her for support as we stagger out of Squiggy’s.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 28
 
   As we stagger along for a few blocks, Maddy sings a song about someone named Alejandro.  I don’t know it, though I pretend I do.  Then she decides on a change of plans.  She stops at a liquor store, and puts a hand on my shoulder.  “You wait here,” she says.  “I’ll go in and get us a couple of bottles.  Just remember, don’t take candy from strangers.”
 
   She laughs as if this is the funniest thing ever and then musses my hair.  “I’m just kidding.  You’re so fucking serious all the time.  You need to loosen up.”
 
   “Maybe we should go home.”
 
   Maddy guffaws.  “See what I mean?  Stop being so responsible all the time.  You’re eighteen for Christ’s sake.  Once you get to be an old lady like Grace, then you can be responsible.”
 
   “Grace isn’t that old.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  She’s going to be thirty next year.”
 
   “Thirty?  But she said—”
 
   Maddy guffaws again.  “That lying little bitch!  She always tells people she’s younger than she is.  When we met, she said she was twenty-two.  Really she was twenty-six!”
 
   I force myself to laugh, though this conversation has sobered me up real quick.  I can’t imagine why Grace would want to lie about her age like that, except maybe people my age wouldn’t want to buy clothes from a twenty-nine-year-old.  That or run of the mill insecurity.  “Maybe we’ve had enough excitement for one night,” I say.
 
   “Don’t be such a stick in the mud!”  She pinches my cheek until I cry out.  “You just stay right here.  Mama will be back with your bottle in a few minutes.”
 
   She continues to laugh as she goes inside.  I take a few steps away from the door and lean against the wall as I wait.  I put a hand to my cheek where Maddy pinched it.  This whole night has become surreal, more so than everything that’s happened so far.  All those times I tucked Maddy in and kissed her forehead goodnight, I never imagined someday we’d be on a bender together.  Like any father, I wanted more for her.
 
   An old memory surfaces.  One of Maddy’s first writing assignments in grade school was to write about what she wanted to be when she grew up.  I had hoped she would pick a cop like her old dad.  But being only seven years old, of course she picked something fanciful:  a ballerina.  A drawing accompanied the little paragraph she wrote in crayon, with a vaguely human shape dressed in a pink leotard and tutu.  That fifteen years later she would be a barista at a rundown coffeehouse, living with a woman seven years older than her, and drinking bourbon straight from the bottle would have come as a shock to both of us.
 
   I feel the tears start to come again.  My poor little Maddy.  Here she is, trying to drown her sorrows in bourbon when I’m still here.  I’m outside waiting for her.  Why can’t I tell her?  It’s not fair.  First to have her taken away by Debbie and the lawyers and now taken away forever by Artie Luther.
 
   Sometimes when you think the universe is complete shit, it decides to throw you a bone.  Or in this case, a Worm.
 
   ***
 
   I rub my eyes a couple of times to make sure it really is the Worm on the other side of the road.  Then my heart almost stops when he turns and looks right at me.  Does he recognize me?  How could he?  No one knows who I really am except for Jake and Dr. Palmer.
 
   He starts across the street and hurries as fast as his thin little legs can carry him.  The closer he gets, the more I know it’s him.  If not by sight than by smell:  the stench of menthol cigarettes, cheap beer, and sweat that accompanies him everywhere he goes.  What do I do?  Should I make a break for it?  What about Maddy?  She’ll be back any minute with the booze.
 
   For the first time since I graduated from the academy I don’t know what to do.  A few days as a girl have rusted my cop instincts.  So I don’t do anything.  I stand against the wall and stare wide-eyed at the Worm.  
 
   As he steps onto the sidewalk, I realize we’re the same height now.  This makes him more intimidating than before.  My stomach roils with fear.  Fear of the Worm?  He’d need help to kill an infant in a crib.
 
   Before I can wet myself, the Worm turns.  He doesn’t care about me.  He’s on his way to the liquor store, probably to get some more cigarettes.  Maybe he’d already tried the machine at Squiggy’s.  Or maybe he was still too scared to go back in there after last time.
 
   With that memory, the fear in my stomach turns to rage.  The Worm did this to me.  Not directly, but indirectly.  If I hadn’t seen him at Squiggy’s that night, I wouldn’t have known about the robbery at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  I wouldn’t have gone there and been injected with FY-1978.  I’d still be me, a broken-down fifty-year-old police detective.  Maddy wouldn’t be inside this liquor store, trying to drink her problems away like her old man.
 
   As the Worm is about to open the door, I call out, “Hey mister!  You got any spare change?”
 
   He turns and now he looks at me.  I know the smile that comes to his face for what it is:  he’s checked me out and likes what he sees.  “Maybe.  What would you do to earn it?”
 
   He lets the door go and takes a few steps towards me.  I hold on to the rage like a life preserver and let it think for me.  “I don’t know, what do you want me to do?”
 
   The Worm puts a hand around my shoulder.  “How about we go into the alley and do a little negotiating?”
 
   It’s suicide for a girl like me to let someone like the Worm take her into a dark alley.  But I don’t care.  This scumbag helped take my life from me; now he’ll help me make Artie Luther and his goons pay for it.
 
   We go behind a dumpster, where he presses me up against a wall.  I let him move his hand down my shirt so he can cop a feel of my breasts.  “I bet you’re new around here,” he says.
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Just came to the big city from Ma and Pa’s farm, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Now you realize this big city ain’t what it’s cracked up to be.”
 
   “I’m starting to see that.”
 
   “That’s only ‘cause you hadn’t met me yet, baby,” he says, his attempt to act suave.  That alone is enough to make me want to gag.  His hand starts to move down into my jeans.  “I bet you never got laid with any of them farm boys, did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I thought so.”  The pervert actually licks his lips.  “A ripe little virgin.  How’s about you come back to my place?”
 
   “And you’ll help me out?”
 
   “Sure, baby.  I’ll help you out in a lot of ways.”
 
   He doesn’t just want to touch my privates.  He wants to get a good whiff of them too.  I try not to flinch as he bends down to unzip my jeans.  I wait until he’s got his head level with my zipper, then I strike.
 
   Thirty years as a cop, a lot of those years spent in bars, taught me a lot about practical hand-to-hand combat.  Most of those moves were better used as a six-three, two-hundred-thirty-pound man.  So I rely on something much simpler:  I knee him in the face.  When he’s down on the ground, I kick him in the balls as hard as I can.
 
   It hurts like hell given the state of my feet, but I’m rewarded as the Worm writhes in pain.  I wait a few seconds before I give him another kick, this one to the midsection.  “You cunt!” he shouts.
 
   The Worm doesn’t carry a gun.  He’d be more likely to shoot himself with it than anyone else.  He does carry a knife, in the inside pocket of his jacket.  I’ve taken it off of him a few times already.  This time I aim to keep it.
 
   I take his wallet too while I’m at it.  I look through it and find fourteen bucks.  “You were going to take my virginity for fourteen bucks?” I ask him.  I push the button on his knife and out pops the six-inch blade.  “I should cut your dick off and make a necklace out of it.”
 
   While I should do that, I put the knife to his throat instead.  With my other hand I drag him into a sitting position against the wall; the dumpster makes sure no one will see us.  That’s a good thing, because a few seconds later I hear Maddy call my name.
 
   “Stacey?  Where the hell are you?”  
 
   I put my free hand to the Worm’s mouth before he can say anything.  Between that and the knife at his throat, he keeps quiet.  If Maddy comes down the alley and sees us like this, I’ll have to tell her this perv tried to jump me and I turned the tables on him.  Maybe not the most believable story, but in her present state, Maddy probably wouldn’t think too hard about it.
 
   “You stuck-up little bitch!  Where the hell are you?” Maddy shouts.  When I still don’t say anything, she adds, “Fine!  I didn’t want to share this with you anyway!”
 
   With that my little girl staggers off into the night.  I hope she doesn’t run into anyone like the Worm before she can make it home.
 
   ***
 
   Now that we have some privacy, I take my hand off the Worm’s mouth.  I bend down so we’re eye-to-eye.  “Who are you?” he asks.  “A cop?”
 
   “You tell me.  Look in my eyes.”
 
   “What?  You some kind of hypnotist?”
 
   “Just do it or I’m going to give you a free tracheotomy.”
 
   He stares at me for a few moments.  Then his face begins to pale.  “Fischer?  But, you’re a—”
 
   “A cunt?  Yeah, it’s amazing what modern technology can do.”
 
   “That ain’t possible.  They said you dead.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Everyone!  They said you at the bottom of the harbor.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just a ghost then.  You want to take your chances?”  I press the knife closer to his throat, enough so he can feel the blade.
 
   “Why you haunting me?  I didn’t do nothing to you!”
 
   “You told me about Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  Was that an accident?  Or did Luther send you to find me?”
 
   “You go stupid or something?  Lex didn’t want no cops around.  Not around that scene.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He didn’t want nobody messing up his score.”
 
   “Like an anti-aging drug called FY-1978?”
 
   “Maybe.  I don’t know!”
 
   I can smell that the Worm’s pissed himself.  To think I was about to piss myself when I saw him a few minutes earlier.  “I believe you.  A little shit like you doesn’t know anything about Artie Luther’s operation, does he?”
 
   “No!  I don’t know nothing!  I swear!”
 
   “But I bet you do know someone who knows, don’t you?”
 
   “I—”
 
   I press the knife tighter to his throat, enough that blood trickles down.  He screams like a girl at this.  “Don’t make me ask again,” I hiss.  “Who told you about the robbery?”
 
   “Blades, man!  It was Bobby Blades!”
 
   This makes sense.  Blades was at the robbery, down in the basement.  “Where can I find him?”
 
   “The club.  He hangs out there all the time.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Honey Well Club.  Goes there most every night unless he’s got a job.”
 
   “Good.”  I pull the knife back and then pat the Worm’s cheek.  “You better go home and clean yourself up.  Then I’d suggest you hide yourself in a deep, dark hole or I’m going to put you under Ma and Pa’s farm.  Got it?”
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” he says.  He doesn’t need any more incentive to run from the alley.  I wipe the knife off with a hamburger wrapper and then tuck it into my pocket.
 
   I promise myself that tomorrow night Bobby Blades will get a visit from the ghost of Steve Fischer.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 29
 
   I walk around for the better part of four hours to try to catch up to Maddy.  The farther I go, the more my buzz wears off.  Even the thrill of the Worm’s defeat leaves me.  All I’m left with is a sick feeling in my gut that I’m going to find my little girl dead in a gutter or her beaten, violated body in an alley.
 
   It’s ironic to think of her as my little girl, because now I’m a littler girl than her.  Still, I have the same sense of dread as when Maddy had a fever when she was two years old.  I had felt so helpless then, as I watched Debbie mop little Maddy’s forehead with a washcloth and force water down her throat.  As with most everything in Maddy’s life I hadn’t been directly involved through most of it.  Through most of it I had filled out paperwork and talked with Jake about cases we were working on; I popped into Maddy’s room every now and then to make sure she hadn’t died.  That hadn’t lessened the dread and fear; if anything it made things worse because I waited for Debbie to run downstairs and tell me our daughter was dead.
 
   I walk down every alley I come across, but see only a few bums.  With the Worm’s knife in my pocket I feel much safer about them.  There are still a few bars open, but I can’t get into any of them, not by myself.  It’s possible Maddy went into one of those for a few more drinks.  I ask a couple of liquor store clerks if they’ve seen Maddy.  We go through a vaudeville act where I point to my hair and then something pink before they shake their heads.
 
   By four in the morning my feet are tired and I’m about to collapse on the sidewalk and sob.  I find an open diner and go inside.  With some of the Worm’s money, I get a cup of coffee to steady my nerves and some change for the pay phone.
 
   I decide to start with Grace.  Maybe Maddy’s gone back there for a little angry, drunk sex.  The phone picks up after one ring.  I don’t get out more than her name before Grace snaps at me, “What the hell were you two doing?”
 
   “Is Maddy there?”
 
   “Yes she’s here.”  The way Grace’s voice falters, I know she’s crying.  Is Maddy hurt?  “She’s locked herself in the bathroom.  She won’t come out.  She won’t even tell me what’s going on.  I’m scared, Stace.  She’s never been like this before.”
 
   I look out the window and see a street sign.  “I’ll be there in about a half hour, OK?  Just don’t do anything crazy before then.  Either of you.”
 
   “Stace—”
 
   “I’ll explain when I get there.”
 
   “OK, just hurry.”
 
   I do hurry.  I’m grateful for this lithe body that lets me gallop thirty blocks in twenty minutes.  By the time I reach Grace’s shop, sweat drenches my entire body.  I don’t have time to rest.  I haul myself up the fire escape to the second floor.
 
   I’ve barely got through the window when Grace grabs me by the shoulder.  She throws me against the wall hard enough that it’ll probably leave a bruise for a day or two.  I deserve it.
 
   “What the hell is going on?  What were you and Maddy up to?”
 
   “I found some papers.  About her father.”
 
   “Her father?  What about him?”
 
   “He’s dead.  I told her and she wanted to go out for a drink.  So we went to this bar—”
 
   “You went to a bar?”
 
   “Yes.  But we got thrown out.  We went to this liquor store and I waited outside.  This creep hassled me and we got separated.  I looked all over for her.  Is she all right?”
 
   “I don’t know!  I was sitting here working on my dissertation when she came in.  I only got a glimpse of her before she locked herself in there.”  Grace lets me go.  Then she shakes her head.  “How could you let her do that?”
 
   “What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “You should have stopped her.  Or at least called me and let me handle it.”
 
   I look down at my feet, at what are probably Grace’s sneakers.  She seems to notice this too.  “What happened to your clothes?”
 
   “I got my dress dirty, so Maddy snuck in here to get me something clean.”
 
   Grace throws up her hands.  I brace for her to punch or slap me or maybe just to give me another push.  She doesn’t do any of those.  Instead she sinks down onto the living room couch and puts her face in her hands.
 
   I sit down next to her and put a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  This is all my fault.  I shouldn’t have told her.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  You don’t know Maddy like I do.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Grace looks up at me.  “You don’t know what kind of life she’s had.  Her parents got divorced when she was a kid.  It wasn’t an amicable divorce either.  She never saw her father again.”
 
   “He didn’t even send a birthday card,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, what a shit.  Her mom isn’t any better.  The way Maddy tells it, her mom went through about half the phone book in the city.  Every time poor Maddy thought it’d work out and she’d finally have a ‘normal’ family.”
 
   Grace stops and shakes her head.  “What you don’t know about her is that the hair, the piercings, the attitude, it’s all a dodge.  It’s a defense mechanism she’s created for herself.  She pretends to be this tough chick, but really she’s that same ten-year-old girl whose parents broke her heart.
 
   “All these years, she’s been hoping they’d get back together, that her daddy would come through the door and sweep her up in a hug and they could go out for ice cream and shit like that and then they’d go back home for dinner with Mommy.”
 
   “And I ruined that for her.”
 
   “Yeah.  Now she knows for sure it’s not going to happen.  Before the odds might have been one-in-a-million, but now they’re zero.”
 
   I nod and think of my reaction to Dr. Palmer when she told me it’d be twenty years or more before I could hope for a cure.  I had always thought I might be stuck this way for a long time—if not forever—but when she told me that had made it final.
 
   I join Grace in crying for Maddy.  If Grace is right, then all this time Maddy’s waited for me.  But I never came for her.  I was so stupid I never even tried to see her.  I just crawled away with my tail between my legs.
 
   “I’m such an idiot,” I say, which is putting it mildly.
 
   “You did what you thought was best.”
 
   I say nothing.  I can’t tell Grace the truth.  She’d never believe me.  Neither would Maddy if I went to the door and told her that her new friend Stacey is actually the father she’s longed for.
 
   And then the bathroom door opens.
 
   Grace and I spring from the couch at the same time.  We hurry over to the bathroom and get there just as Maddy emerges.  But it’s not the same Maddy who went inside.
 
   Somewhere along the way Maddy must have stopped at a drug store.  The pink is gone from her hair.  Now it’s entirely jet black.  She’s taken the scissors to it as well to chop off most of it in favor of a patchy, boyish cut.
 
   She looks at me and then Grace.  I mentally urge her to come to me, to collapse into her daddy’s arms.  But she doesn’t.  She picks Grace, her lover.  She toddles forward a step before she melts into Grace’s arms.
 
   “Maddy, what did you do?” Grace asks.
 
   “I’m mourning,” she says.  She slurs her words a little.  “For Daddy.”
 
   I want to grab her and tell her she doesn’t need to mourn for Daddy; Daddy is right here.  But I can’t.  Instead I watch as Grace leads her away to the bedroom.  The door closes and I’m alone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 30
 
   I spend the rest of the night in the “guest bedroom” that had been Maddy’s when she first moved in.  The bed is lumpy and smells like cat piss, but I can’t sleep anyway.  I have far too much on my mind.
 
   Again I think what a fool I’ve been.  Maddy needed me after the divorce and I was never there.  Never a visit or a call or even a fucking card.  I cut her out of my life entirely, except once a year to mourn her at Squiggy’s.  She needs me again now, but I still can’t be there for her, not in the way I want.  The best I can do is to be next door in a dusty bedroom while Maddy cries on another woman’s shoulder.
 
   When I can’t stare at the ceiling anymore, I roll out of bed.  I put my ear to Grace and Maddy’s door, but there’s only silence.  They’ve probably fallen asleep by now, entangled in each other’s arms for comfort.  That picture doesn’t disgust me; it only makes me jealous again that Grace is the one Maddy went to for support.
 
   There has to be something Stacey Chance can do for Maddy.  I see the stove and think breakfast in bed might help Maddy and Grace.  There are eggs and such in the refrigerator, but I know I can’t cook anything.
 
   Instead I put on a pair of Grace’s sneakers and then slip down the fire escape.  It’s six in the morning, late enough or early enough depending on your perspective for the creeps to have gone to bed.  I’m still glad for the Worm’s knife.  A girl can’t be too safe in a place like this.
 
   I go down to the diner across from the Kozee Koffee, where Tess and I drank horrible coffee the one day.  The service isn’t any better as I order three vegetarian omelets and toast to go.  I skip the coffee; I figure anything I make has to be better than the shit they serve here.
 
   I wait around by the counter for a few minutes until the surly waitress hands me a sack with three foam boxes in it.  I use up the rest of the Worm’s money with this purchase.  At least it went for a good cause.
 
   I’m almost back to Grace’s when a pair of headlights snap on.  They hit me in the face just like the light in the interrogation room.  I put a hand up to shield my eyes, though I already know who’s there.  I should have realized Jake wouldn’t let this go so easily.
 
   I make sure to grip the bag tighter before he approaches.  It comes as no surprise when he pushes me into an alley, against a wall.  “Why does everyone keep doing that?” I shout at him.  “I’m not a fucking rag doll.”
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Jake hisses.  “Why did you tell Maddy you’re dead?”
 
   “Because it’s true.  Steve Fischer is dead.  You heard Dr. Palmer.  Twenty years at a minimum.  You don’t think Maddy’s going to figure it out by then?”  Then again since I’d already gone twelve years without a word to her, maybe another twenty could have gone by.
 
   “You should have let me tell her when the time was right.”
 
   “When would that be?  Six months?  A year?  It was going to happen eventually.  Might as well happen now.”
 
   Jake sighs and lets me go.  “You’re still such a pigheaded son of a bitch,” he says.  He reaches into his jacket for a cigarette.
 
   That’s when Maddy chooses to walk by.  Before I can tell her to stop, she throws herself at Jake.  “Get away from her, you creep!” she screams.
 
   She punches at Jake for a few seconds before he says, “Maddy, stop it.  It’s me!  It’s Mr. Madigan.”
 
   That only adds to Maddy’s fury.  “You son of a bitch!  Why didn’t you tell me Daddy was dead?”
 
   I let our breakfast drop so I can grab Maddy around the shoulders and haul her back against the wall.  I’m careful not to run her into it as hard as everyone has done to me.  She still tries to claw at Jake for a few seconds before she goes limp.  I finally get my wish when she puts her head on my shoulder.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Maddy.  Your father’s body hasn’t turned up yet.  I didn’t want to tell you or your mom until it did, when we’d know for sure,” Jake says.
 
   “I have a right to know what’s going on.  He’s my dad.”
 
   “I know that.  I just didn’t want to worry you guys until I was positive.”
 
   Maddy sniffles a few times.  It seems the crying jag is over, at least for now.  She pulls her head up, a black mascara stain left on my shirt—Grace’s shirt.  She wipes ineffectually at her eyes for a moment.  “Well now I know.  And I’m going to tell Mom.”
 
   Jake looks ready to say something, but just sighs again.  “I’ll drive—”
 
   “The hell you will.  I’ll take the train,” Maddy says.  She points a finger at him.  “Stay the hell away from me.  Me and Mom, got it?”
 
   I try to intervene.  “Maddy—”
 
   “That goes for you too.  Everyone leave me the fuck alone.”
 
   Between Jake and I we could overpower her, wrestle her into the car.  Maybe we could drive her over to Lennox’s headquarters and have a chat with Dr. Palmer.  But even if she did believe our crazy story, what then?  She’d still be angry at me for lying to her.  She’d probably hate me all over again.  Even if she did get over that, what kind of relationship could we have?
 
   It’s better like this, I tell myself.  I let Maddy go.  Jake must sense my line of thought; he doesn’t do anything to stop her as she stomps away.  He catches me before I can collapse to the ground.  Now it’s me who needs his shoulder to cry on.
 
   “I’ve made such a mess of things,” I say into his shoulder.
 
   “I know,” he says and pats my back.  “We’ll get it all straightened out.  Somehow.”
 
   I don’t say anything.  I’m not nearly so optimistic about that.  We’d need a miracle to get things back to the way they used to be.  I haven’t believed in miracles for a long time.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 31
 
   After I’ve cried myself out, Jake lets me go.  Despite what Maddy said, he’s going to swing by Debbie’s condo to make sure neither of them does anything crazy.  “Then I guess I’ll have to break the news to Tess.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “So am I.  It might help if you were there—”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Not for a little while.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “Don’t call me that.  It’s Stacey now.  It always will be.”  I seize the bag from the ground.  I stomp off in the opposite direction as Maddy went, back to Grace’s.  Jake doesn’t try to stop me this time.
 
   Maddy unlocked the front door on her way out, which makes it easier for me to get the eggs upstairs.  I find Grace on the couch, head in her hands while she stares at the floor.  She doesn’t even look up when I come in.
 
   I leave breakfast on the table and then sit down next to Grace.  I put an arm around her shoulders.  Usually I’ve been the one who’s needed comfort over the past few days, so it feels a little odd to be on the opposite end.  “Maddy’ll come back,” I say.
 
   “I know,” Grace says.
 
   I’m not sure what to say next.  Being a woman, Grace probably wants to talk about her feelings, which will end up with a lot of tears.  I wish Tess were here; she would be able to handle this a lot better than me.  After Jenny died, I comforted Jake with a trip to Squiggy’s and made sure he didn’t drown in his own vomit after he passed out.
 
   Unable to think of anything to say, I sit in silence with her for a few moments.  Then I say, “I bought some breakfast.  Are you hungry?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How about some coffee?”  Grace only shrugs.  I sigh and say, “There has to be something I can do.”
 
   She takes my hand that’s around her shoulders and gives it a squeeze.  “Just sit here,” she says.
 
   “OK.”  I try not to flinch when Grace leans over and rests her head on my chest.  I remember Debbie snuggled up against me on the couch or in bed when we were still newlyweds.  After Maddy was born and the wheels started to come off our marriage, she didn’t bother to cuddle anymore.  I didn’t realize until now how much I’ve missed it.
 
   We sit there for a couple of hours; I stroke her hair and she uses my breast as a pillow.  From her soft breathing I figure she must have nodded off by now.  As much as I enjoy the intimacy, my arm is asleep and my bladder starts to nag at me.
 
   Right on cue, Grace whispers, “I should go down and open the store.”
 
   “You don’t have to.  I can handle it.”
 
   She sits up, turns to me, and smiles.  “I suppose I have taught you everything I know.  Use it well, grasshopper.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  I slide off the couch and then go to use the bathroom and shake some life back into my arm.  When I finish, Grace lies on the couch and clutches a throw pillow to her chest as if it were Maddy.  I don’t say anything; I just take a box of omelet and head downstairs.
 
   ***
 
   There’s not much to do in the shop except worry about my daughter and my friend/employer.  I can see now why Grace usually has a book with her and wants to get out of this business as soon as possible.  For the first two hours I pick at my cold omelet; I eat about half before I toss the rest of it out.
 
   When two customers do come in, I try to stay out of their way.  I wait until they’ve gotten a good look at everything before I ask, “Can I help you find anything?”  They buy a couple of T-shirts and then leave.
 
   By two o’clock I’m hungry enough that the cold, discarded omelet starts to sound good.  I could always call for some takeout, but I don’t have any of my own money.  I don’t want to take anything from the register, not on what’s essentially my second day.
 
   I’m still dithering about this when Grace comes downstairs.  Her face looks pale and haggard and her eyes are still a bit red, but she smiles at me.  “How are things down here?”
 
   “About the same as always.”
 
   “That bad, huh?”  We both laugh at this.  Then she pats my shoulder.  “Why don’t you go get us some lunch?  I can cover for a few minutes.”
 
   “If you’re sure—”
 
   “I’m sure.”  She pats her flat stomach.  “Some stir-fry would really hit the spot right about now.”
 
   “Any place in particular?”
 
   She gives me the address for a Chinese place down the street and twenty bucks for both of our orders.  She probably could have called, but maybe she wants to get me out of the shop for a little while.  Just as well for me; the fresh air—as fresh as it gets around here—feels good after a morning in Grace’s stuffy shop.
 
   I order vegetable stir-fry for both of us, after I decide it would be best not to use Grace’s money on meat products.  While I wait for the order, I see a payphone against the wall.  I don’t know Debbie’s number, but I’m sure I could get it from information.  Even if I do, what would I say?  Maddy doesn’t want to talk to me and Debbie doesn’t know me.
 
   I decide to call Tess instead.  She’s probably been worried about me and Jake might have passed along something about Maddy.  Tess picks up on the second ring and before I can say anything, she says, “Stacey!  I’ve been worried sick.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Jake said you spent the night with your new friends.”
 
   “Yes,” I say and wonder what else Jake has told her.
 
   “I hope you’re not reverting to your old ways.”
 
   Apparently Jake hasn’t mentioned I spent most of the night at a bar with Maddy.  “No, I’m still taking care of myself.  I’m getting lunch right now.”
 
   Tess clucks her tongue when I tell her what I’m getting.  “They probably cook those vegetables and rice in MSG.  Do you know how bad that is for you?”
 
   “I’m only eighteen.  I don’t think I’m going to have a heart attack.”
 
   “It’s important to create good habits.”
 
   “OK, I’ll stop on the way back and get some milk to balance it out.”
 
   “That’s a good start.”  
 
   I tell myself Tess frets over my lunch to cope with the disappointment of me not coming home.  “I am really sorry about last night.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll be home tonight?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “I can have Jacob bring your things there.  At least a suitcase to tide you over.”
 
   I press myself flat against the wall.  I can’t bring myself to say anything for a couple of minutes.  On one hand I care about Tess and I want her to be happy.  On the other I don’t want her constant mothering at the moment.  Plus there’s Grace.  With Maddy gone, someone should look after her, make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.
 
   “A suitcase would be good,” I finally say and hate myself a little for it.  I try to cover up with a lie.  “Grace is feeling a little under the weather.  I thought I’d help take care of her.  You know, make some chicken noodle soup and whatnot.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful of you, dear,” Tess says, although from the flatness of her tone I know she doesn’t buy it.  “I’ll put a few things together for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I hear someone call out my number.  “I’d better go.”
 
   I hang up the phone and then go get my food.  I feel like the worst person in the world.
 
   ***
 
   Grace must see how downcast I look when I walk through the door.  “You get mugged or something?” she asks.
 
   “Huh?  No.  Just been thinking about things.”
 
   “That’s always dangerous.”  On the surface it seems that Grace is back to her old self, but I can hear something hollow in her voice, as if she’s going through the motions.
 
   We eat in silence and I notice how Grace bolts her food.  Despite my earlier hunger, I pick at the stir fry with a pair of chopsticks; I move it around in the carton more than I eat any of it.  A pall hangs over us, a pall with Maddy’s name on it.
 
   Grace finishes hers before I’ve eaten half of mine.  She looks at her watch.  “I should get to work on my dissertation,” she says.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can you handle all the excitement down here?”
 
   I flash her a fake smile.  “I’ll try.”
 
   With that I’m alone again.  At least until a half hour later when two girls walk in, both of them as fat as my first customer.  The reason for that becomes clear once one says, “We’re looking for something hot.  Our friend said you could help us out.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” I say.  I set my half-eaten stir-fry aside to help the fat girls find something to wear.  When there’s nothing up front, I go into the back to search through the box of recent items.
 
   As I do, I hear one on her phone say, “I can’t tonight.  We’re going out to this club.  The Honey Well Club.”
 
   This piques my interest.  I look up from the box, a dress still in my hands.  “It’s ladies night,” she says.  She snorts at something the other person said and responds, “You’d never get in there.  It’s very exclusive.”
 
   I continue to eavesdrop until I hear one of the others grumble, “Where did that skinny little bitch go?  Christ, let’s just get out of here.”
 
   I grab a few dresses at random and then hurry back to them.  “What about these?”
 
   After I’ve rung up a couple of “hot” dresses for them, I think about what the one said.  The Honey Well Club is where the Worm said Bobby Blades likes to hang out.  Maybe I should pay it a little visit.
 
   Then I think of Grace upstairs.  Despite that she said she wanted to work on her dissertation, I imagine her still on the couch with a pillow she wishes were Maddy.  I shouldn’t leave her alone tonight.  She’s my friend.  She might need my support.
 
   But Bobby Blades is one of Lex’s goons who helped put me in this situation.  He’s one of the people who took me away from Maddy, which in turn has taken her away from Grace.  He’s partially responsible for this mess.  Why should he get to drink and grope women while Maddy, Grace, and I mope around heartbroken?
 
   There’s no decision to be made.  The bastard will pay.  Tonight.
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   Chapter 32
 
   I prepare for my visit to the Honey Well Club the rest of the afternoon.  I’ve never been in a nightclub except on raids, but I know I can’t wear a T-shirt and jeans.  I need something “hot” to wear.  Luckily the fat women haven’t cleaned out Grace’s selection yet.
 
   I try on a few dresses before I find one I like.  It’s black and short almost to the point of indecency.  In the dressing room mirror I spend a couple minutes to adjust the bust, to show as much as possible.  Maybe I should try to pad my bra or see if Grace has any push-up ones in stock.  I remember how much trouble I had with a regular, unpadded bra and decide to skip it and hope for the best.
 
   The real problem comes with the shoes.  I can’t wear sneakers or flats.  I need heels.  I look through some boxes in the back, until I find a pair of black shoes with three-inch stiletto heels.  They look right, but they sure as hell don’t feel right.  For one thing my foot feels like it’s perfectly vertical.  For another the shoes pinch my toes like someone’s clamped them in a vise.  How are you supposed to walk in these?
 
   I take my first fall three seconds later.  I’m lucky I fall into a box of clothes so I don’t scrape my knees or break my stupid neck.  After I collect myself, I try again.  I remember when I first woke up as a woman, how I could hardly walk barefoot.  Baby steps, I remind myself.
 
   So for the rest of the afternoon I shuffle around the shop and kick off the shoes on the couple of rare occasions when a customer comes in.  That the salesgirl is barefoot and wears an indecent dress doesn’t come as a shock to anyone, not in the bohemian garment district.
 
   I’m in the middle of making my way across the floor when Grace comes downstairs.  I look at the clock and see it’s time to close up for the night.  She raises an eyebrow when she sees me.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Practicing,” I say.  “For Maddy’s father’s funeral.  If she wants me there.”
 
   “Of course she’ll want you there,” Grace says.  She puts an arm around me, which also helps to steady me.  “You’re our friend.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I look down at my feet and my cheeks turn warm.  “Can you help me?  I haven’t worn these before.”
 
   “You’ve never worn heels?”
 
   “No.  The only formal occasions I’ve been to are trials.”
 
   “Come on, let’s take those off.”  Grace holds onto my arm as I kick the shoes off.  She goes into the back room and I hear her rummage around for a minute.  The shoes she comes back with are shorter, with wider heels.  Not as drop-dead sexy as the stilettos, but I might not break my neck in them either.  “Let’s start with something easier.”
 
   These shoes are easier to walk in.  For one thing my foot isn’t quite so vertical and for another the shorter, wider heel is more like a normal shoe.  I feel good when I take a few steps and don’t fall—until Grace clucks her tongue.
 
   “You walk like a man,” she says.
 
   My stomach flutters.  Has Grace figured it out?  “I do?”
 
   “I guess it’s not a surprise, not the way you were brought up.  Am I right?”
 
   “Yeah, right,” I say, eager to change the subject.  “What am I doing wrong?”
 
   “Watch my feet.”  Grace puts the shoes on and then glides across the floor.  “One foot in front of the other.  Heel-toe, heel-toe.  See?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Now you try it.”
 
   She gives the shoes back to me.  I take a deep breath and then swing my left heel so it’s aligned with my right toes.  In the process I just about topple myself.  Grace reaches out to catch me before I can fall.  “You’re still trying to walk like a man.  Don’t be so aggressive with your stride.  Just glide, nice and easy.  Go with the flow.”
 
   “Sorry.”  I’ve never done anything gently.  I try to use less torque the next time around.  It goes a lot easier.  I make it to the front of the shop.  It’s a problem to turn; I brace myself against the wall to keep my balance.
 
   “You’re getting it,” Grace says.  She holds out her arms as if I’m a baby taking her first steps.  Like a baby I collapse into Grace’s arms.  “Now we just need to do something about that dress.”
 
   ***
 
   The dress Grace picks out for me is a lot more conservative, the kind better suited for a funeral than a nightclub.  I tell her I like it and she promises to get it cleaned before my funeral—Steve Fischer’s funeral.  With that settled we go upstairs, where Grace reheats some spaghetti and the omelets I bought for breakfast.
 
   Through some kind of culinary magic she makes both edible and able to work together.  No wonder Maddy’s stayed with her for the last couple of years.  A smart, funny woman who can cook like this is quite a catch.  And she doesn’t look bad either.
 
   My cheeks turn warm and I look down at my plate.  Do I have a crush on Grace?  She notices something’s wrong and asks, “Not hungry?”
 
   “Oh, no.  The food is delicious.  I was just thinking of Maddy.  Do you think she’ll be all right?”
 
   “She’ll be better once she vents some of the anger and disappointment.”
 
   “Is that your psychological analysis?”
 
   “Mostly.  A little personal experience too.  When my mom died, I went on a real bender.  There’s not much I can remember about those couple of days, just that somehow I wound up behind the Kozee Koffee.  That’s how Maddy found me when she went to take out the trash the next morning, curled up on the back step like an orphan, which I guess was appropriate.”
 
   “And that’s how you met?”
 
   “Yeah.  She took me inside and gave me about a gallon of coffee to sober up.”  Grace stops and sighs wistfully.  “That was her first day too.  She was a lot different back then.  She was, well, I guess she was a lot like you.”
 
   “Like me?”
 
   “She was sweet and shy.  Her hair was still brown in those days too.”  We share a laugh about this and then Grace continues, “She was so sweet I didn’t want to get too close to her.  I didn’t want to corrupt her.  I guess I did anyway, didn’t I?”
 
   “I don’t think you corrupted her.”
 
   “Maybe it wasn’t just me.  It was this whole neighborhood.  The whole city, really.  It does that to people.  Makes them different.”
 
   “But Maddy’s still sweet,” I say and think of how Maddy had melted into Grace’s arms after she came out of the bathroom.  “Maybe not as shy.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” Grace says, though she doesn’t look any happier.  When she reaches out to take my hand, I suck in a sharp breath.  “You’re changing too.  I can see it.  Pretty soon you’ll start dyeing your hair blue and getting holes punched in your nose.”
 
   I toss my head.  “You think blue is my color?”
 
   “Oh yeah, a nice dark blue to match your eyes.”  The next thing I know, Grace leans across the table; her lips brush against mine.  The basic mechanics of kissing a woman as a woman are still the same as when I was a man.  When I close my eyes, there’s no difference at all, except I’m the one on the receiving end as Grace’s tongue darts into my mouth to make itself at home.
 
   Just as abruptly as it begins, the kiss ends.  I’m left with my mouth open and eyes shut for a moment; I don’t realize Grace is gone.  Then I hear her chair scrape.  I open my eyes in time to see her disappear into the bedroom she shares with Maddy—my daughter.  What have I done?
 
   ***
 
   I cry for a good hour before the phone rings.  After the fifth ring I decide Grace won’t get it, so I pick up the receiver.  “Hello?” I say with a sniffle.
 
   “Stacey?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Oh, hi.”
 
   “Are you crying?”
 
   “What?  Oh, yeah, a little.  I was just thinking about you.”  About how I’ve betrayed you, I add to myself.  About how Grace has betrayed you.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about you too.  I’m sorry I yelled at you in the alley.  I was just lashing out, you know?”
 
   “I know.”  I sniffle into the receiver again.  Maddy’s voice has brought on a fresh batch of tears.  “How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m feeling a little better.  Mom and I did some talking.”  Maddy stops and sighs into the receiver.  “It’s the first time we’ve really talked since Daddy left.  I think things are going to be OK now.”
 
   “When are you coming back?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Not ‘til after the funeral at least.”
 
   “When’s that?”
 
   “A couple days.  There’s a lot to work out yet.”
 
   “Oh.  I suppose there would be.”
 
   “I guess I should talk to Grace now.  Where is she?”
 
   “She’s taking a nap,” I lie.  “Hang on a minute and I’ll see if I can wake her up.”
 
   “Sure.”  I put the phone on the kitchen counter and then go over to Grace’s door.  I rap on it hard enough to make the door shake.  
 
   “Grace?  Maddy’s on the phone.  She wants to talk to you.”
 
   The door opens a crack.  All I can see is one of Grace’s eyes, red from crying.  “I don’t think I can right now.”
 
   “You have to,” I plead.  “If you don’t, she’ll know something’s going on.”
 
   Grace opens the door all the way and yanks me through the opening before I can say anything.  She closes the door and plants herself against it.  “What happened at the table was a mistake.  I’ve never cheated on Maddy before.  I love her.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “As a friend,” I add quickly.  “I don’t want to hurt her either.”
 
   “Good.”  Grace sighs and then takes my hand.  She kneads my hand as she says, “I like you too, Stacey.  I think you’re really special.  You’re sweet and smart and tough when you need to be.  And you’re a great friend, to both of us.”  
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “But we’re just friends.  That’s all we can be.  Understand?”
 
   “I know,” I say.  “I should go home.”
 
   “I think that’d be a good idea.”  I let Grace pull me into a hug that doesn’t go on as long as I’d like it to.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, all right?”
 
   “Sure.  Can I use the phone downstairs?  I need to call my aunt.”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   She leaves the bedroom first and takes the phone from off the counter.  “Maddy?  Oh, good, you’re still there.  No, I was just napping.  You know what a heavy sleeper I am.”  While Grace laughs uneasily, she waves to me.  I nod a goodbye and then head downstairs.
 
   But I don’t use the phone to call Jake and Tess.  Instead, I call for a cab.  While I wait for it, I empty out the cash register.  Grace will probably notice the missing cash when she comes down to lock the door, but by then I’ll be gone.
 
   It turns out that Jake was right.  It was a huge mistake to involve myself in Maddy’s life.  Just not in the way I anticipated.  She’ll be a lot better off without me in any form.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 33
 
   The cab drops me off a block away from the Honey Well Club.  I change behind a Thai restaurant’s dumpster after I make sure no one is around.  Not into the dress Grace picked out for me, but the much shorter one I chose.  It’ll be far more appropriate for the job.
 
   On the way here I considered whether I should go through with it.  Given what happened in Grace’s apartment, I’m not really prepared for what I need to do now.  Then I reminded myself Bobby Blades was one of the bastards who did this to me, who put me in this horrible situation.  If I want to get to Lex and make him pay, I can’t shy away now.
 
   I leave Grace’s old clothes beneath the dumpster, where I’ll either fetch them from later or a rat will use them to make a nest.  Then I smooth out the wrinkles from the dress and adjust the bust and skirt to fit as well as they can.  I’ve already got the heels on; they aren’t as comfortable as my old sneakers, but I’m getting used to them.
 
   There’s a line in front of the club that backs up almost to the Thai restaurant.  I see the two fat girls I helped earlier, along with the one from my first day.  They’re pretty hard to miss.  I won’t look as bad as them no matter how red my eyes are and how mussed my hair is.
 
   The obvious problem is that I’m not old enough to be allowed in the club.  If the bouncer asks for my ID, I’m screwed.  As the line shuffles forward, I press myself close to a group of girls and hope to get let in with them.
 
   I don’t need to worry, as a much better opportunity presents itself.  Ahead of me, one of the fat girls roars, “What are you talking about?  We’re not getting out of line!”
 
   “You’re not on the list,” the bouncer says.
 
   “Fuck your list!  Come on girls,” says the fat girl in the red dress I sold to her.  She tries to push her way past the bouncer, but he doesn’t allow that.  He snatches her by one doughy arm to yank her back.  “Let me go, you perv!”
 
   The other two fat girls rush to their leader’s aid.  They batter at the bouncer with their purses and fists.  Reinforcements come from inside the club to wrestle the fat girls away from the front door.
 
   I take advantage of the commotion to slip past the fat girls and bouncers, into the club.  It’s almost as dark as outside, with only some pink neon lights around the ceiling.  The techno music is so loud and full of so much bass that my ears ring.  How people can stand places like this, I don’t know.
 
   I stagger through a crowd of mostly women and wonder how I’ll find Blades in a place so dark and crowded.  I manage to push my way through to the bar, behind which is a woman who looks like an older version of Maddy before she dyed her hair black.  “Get you something, kid?” the bartender shouts over the noise.
 
   “Just a club soda,” I shout back.  Now is not the time for alcohol.  I need to be clearheaded to make this work.  When the bartender gives me a dirty look, I say, “I’m the designated driver!”
 
   After the bartender saunters off to get my drink, I turn around to survey the club.  Most of the people on the dance floor are women, with just a few men.  From what the fat girls said, it is ladies night.  I focus my attention on the men and try to see if any of them are Blades.  Most of them are too tall or the wrong shade of brown.
 
   I’m about to give up and slink out of the club when I see him.  He’s not on the dance floor.  Of course not, he’s too important for that.  He’s in the section cordoned off with a velvet rope, probably a VIP section.  He’s already got a couple of blond floozies with him, girls a hundred times hotter than me.
 
   No, I can’t give up now.  Not after I came this far.  Not after I stole the money out of Grace’s cash register.  I won’t let this bastard slip away now.  He’ll pay for what he did to me.
 
   The bartender slams my drink down behind me on the counter.  Before she can leave I turn and ask, “Where’s the bathroom?”
 
   ***
 
   In one of the photo albums Debbie got in the divorce, there’s a picture of Maddy at eight and Jenny at six, both of them with their faces caked in makeup they’d stolen from Tess.  My first attempt to apply makeup goes about as smoothly, with my cheeks bright pink, my eyelids smeared purple, and my teeth stained red with lipstick.  It’s certainly not the kind of look that will get me into the VIP section.
 
   I should have practiced this instead of making out with my daughter’s girlfriend.  The girl at the sink next to me snickers and asks, “You learn that from a blind hooker?”
 
   I bolt into the nearest empty stall.  I try not to cry; I don’t want to add runny mascara to the mess on my face.  I sit there for a while to take deep breaths and force myself to relax.  This is such a stupid idea, I tell myself.  Even if I get to Blades, what will I do?  I’m just a dumb little girl who can’t do her own makeup, walk in heels, or control her raging hormones.  Blades will probably gut me like a fish the second I try anything.
 
   Then Fate or whatever you believe in lays another opportunity at my feet.  The bathroom door bangs open.  A moment later, I see a blond woman at the mirror through the crack in the stall door.  I can’t be positive, but she looks like one of the floozies with Blades, at least until she takes off the blond wig and sets it on the counter.
 
   I decide to go in for a closer look.  I open the door and then take the sink next to her.  She wears a silver dress; it looks like the ones on Bobby Blades’s floozies.  I run some water to wash some of the crap off my face while she touches up her makeup, the wig between us.
 
   I give her a minute before I ask as casually as possible, “Hey, weren’t you in the VIP area with some guy?”
 
   The floozy turns to look at me.  Without the wig her hair is as short and dark as Maddy’s.  Her lip curls in a sneer.  “You get lost from the junior high prom?”
 
   “This?  It’s just a gag.  My girlfriends and I are having a bachelorette party.  We thought it’d be funny to put on way too much makeup.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s funny all right,” the floozy says.  She turns back to her mirror.
 
   “Maybe you could help me fix it?” I suggest.
 
   “Maybe you should go home and ask your mommy,” she says.
 
   That’s the wrong answer.  I reach into my purse and retrieve the Worm’s switchblade.  I hold it to her throat.  “Here I thought we could be friends.  Get in the stall.”
 
   “What?  Are you joking?”
 
   “Do I look like I’m joking?”  My makeup might belie this, so I cut her on the right arm.  Not enough to do any serious damage, just enough to draw some blood.  Before she can scream for help, I put a hand over her mouth.  “Get in the fucking stall.”
 
   She lets me push her back into the stall.  “Strip,” I tell her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just do it.”  There’s nothing but anger inside me as I watch this floozy strip.  Not at all like when I kissed Grace.  Maybe I don’t love all women, just Grace.  I slip out of my dress and toss it to her so she can cover up a little.  Her dress is big on me, but not enough to be noticeable.  
 
   I don’t have anything to use to tie her up, but she’s got something even better in her purse:  a pair of handcuffs.  I force her to put her hands behind her back and then slap the cuffs around her wrists; for the briefest of moments I feel like a cop again.  Then I unroll some toilet paper and use a wad of it as a makeshift gag.  That should keep her out of my way for a few minutes.
 
   I leave her locked in the stall and then snatch the blond wig.  It takes a couple of minutes to wrestle my hair beneath the thing.  Even when I do, I still don’t look much like the floozy in the stall.  I’ll just have to hope that the darkness and booze will cloud Blades’s mind enough for me to pass as his girl. 
 
   Now it’s time for some payback.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 34
 
   The floozy had on silver stilettos, which I didn’t bother to take; I know from experience how bad I am with those.  Maybe Blades will notice, but he’d be sure to notice me fall on my face.  I take a deep breath before I open the bathroom door.  Here we go, I tell myself.  I can do this.
 
   I make it as far as the bar before the bartender calls out to me.  I freeze and wonder if she recognizes me.  She might call for one of the bouncers to throw me out, or call the cops to have me arrested.  I’m about to run when she says, “Your drinks.”
 
   I turn and see a tray with three martini glasses on it.  They aren’t traditional martinis; they’re green instead of clear.  “Oh, right,” I say.  “Silly me.”
 
   I take the drink from off the bar, careful not to look the bartender in the eye, so she doesn’t recognize my face.  The next challenge is to get across the dance floor without someone spilling the drinks.  I have to awkwardly sidestep a couple of elbows aimed at my head; the drinks slosh in their glasses, but don’t spill.  At one point the people are so tightly packed that I can’t breathe.  I dish out a couple of elbows to clear a little space so I can dart through the opening.
 
   Once on the other side, it’s easy enough to get to the VIP area.  There’s a bouncer there, but I must look enough like the floozy that he lifts the rope to let me by.  I let out a sigh of relief; I’ve passed the first test.
 
   Blades is still at the same table, the other floozy draped over him like a scarf.  I have to will myself the last few steps, to sit down beside him.  He turns and his eyes narrow at me.  I figure the jig is up, but he says, “What took so long?”
 
   I do my best Valley Girl impression as I squeak, “I was just powdering my nose.”
 
   “We were going dry here,” he says and then chugs one of the drinks.  What he’s not low on at the moment is cocaine.  He’s got three fat lines spread out on the table.  One for each of us, I suppose.  But I’m wrong.  All three are for him.
 
   “Aren’t you ever going to share with us?” the other girl whines.
 
   “Maybe later.  If you’re good,” he says with a leer.
 
   She pouts for a moment, until Blades grabs her breast.  She squeals and then gives him a playful slap.  “You’re such a bad boy,” she says.
 
   It goes against everything I believe in to do what I do next.  I stick my hand down his shirt and rub his chest.  “What about me?” I say.  I use the same whine as the other girl.
 
   “I ain’t gonna forget about you, baby,” he says.  It takes every ounce of my being not to punch him when he squeezes my left breast.  He squeezes it a second time and then frowns.  “Damn, girl, you get a breast reduction in the can?”
 
   “No, don’t be silly,” I say.  I give him a playful slap.  To distract him, I give him a sloppy kiss on the mouth.  It’s a lot different than the kiss Grace and I shared.  My stomach threatens to come up through my throat as I stick my tongue into Blades’s mouth.  The only thing that keeps me going is the thought I’ll soon make this son of a bitch pay for what he did to me.
 
   I’d like to get out of here right away, but of course I can’t.  For an hour Blades gropes the two of us between lines of coke.  When he gets bored of that, he has us grope each other while he watches.  The other girl is drunk enough that she feels me up without hesitation.  Since I haven’t touched a drop of alcohol all night, it’s a lot more of a challenge for me.  I close my eyes and  imagine Grace instead.  That only makes me feel worse.
 
   Just about when I’m ready to go crazy from the mixture of rage, embarrassment, and guilt, Blades puts an arm around both of us.  “Come on, let’s get out of here!” he says.
 
   A bouncer clears a path through the dance floor for us.  As we leave, I look back to the bathroom and wonder what happened to the floozy I left in there.  She’s probably still locked up in the stall.  Someone will find her eventually.  I hope nothing too bad happens to her, at least nothing worse than what’s going to happen to Bobby Blades.
 
   ***
 
    A limo waits outside for us, a white stretch one with a fully-stocked bar.  The other girl makes full use of that while I pretend to drink a couple of shots.  I toss the booze out the window when no one can see.
 
   While Blades knocks back a few as well, he instructs us to fondle each other.  Now that we’re in the relative privacy of the limo, he tells us to take off our clothes too.  I try to remind myself as I take off the stolen silver dress that whatever he makes us do can’t be more invasive than what Dr. Palmer’s already done.
 
   Before long I’m naked and I rub up against another naked, sweaty girl, all to please someone I despise.  There’s no excitement or pleasure in it, only revulsion.  I would give anything for Jake to show up and put a couple of bullets in Blades.  Then we could go home and Tess could tuck me into bed and I could forget this entire nightmare.
 
   But since I didn’t tell anyone what I’m doing, no one will save me except myself.  I see another lucky break for myself in that my partner’s eyes have started to get heavy.  After all that booze—and who knows what before I showed up—she’s about to pass out.  I give her a little help with that as I force a couple more drinks down her throat.
 
   She finally collapses with a sigh and curls up on the floor like a dog.  I giggle stupidly and then turn to Blades.  “Guess she couldn’t handle her liquor, huh?”
 
   “Looks like we have a winner,” Blades says.  He reaches out to pinch my bare ass.  “Come on over here, baby.”
 
   “Sure thing.  What do you want to play now?”
 
   He has me sit on his lap.  While he strokes the blond wig, he says, “You know what I want now, don’t you?”  If I’m still unclear about this, I see his eyes look down.  He wants me to suck his dick.  The son of a bitch.
 
   He gives me a little push so I fall off his lap, between his legs.  “Well, go on.  Ain’t going to wait all night.”
 
   There’s not enough room in the car to kick him like I did with the Worm.  I don’t think my teeth are strong enough to bite through his member either, though that would serve the bastard right.  So while I lean my head in towards his crotch, I grope around for my purse and the knife I took off the Worm.
 
   My hope is Blades will be too distracted to notice me as I reach for the purse.  He isn’t.  Before I can pull the bag over to me, he grabs at my head and yanks the wig off.  “What the fuck?” he says.  Then he grabs my real hair and wrenches my head back.  “You want this bag, huh?  Let’s see what you got in there.”
 
   I flail at him, but for a short guy he’s got a lot of muscle, enough to keep me at bay while he empties out the purse.  The makeup, compact, and tampons all fall out, along with my identification.  Followed by the knife with a thump. 
 
   He grabs the knife before I can try to reach it.  “That what you want, little bitch?”  He pushes the button and the blade springs out of it.  He clucks his tongue.  “You want to see a real knife, I can show you a real knife.”
 
   I hope this isn’t an analogy for his dick.  Turns out he means it literally.  He reaches into a jacket pocket to pull out a twelve-inch knife, one I saw before at Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  He holds it close to my face to give me a good look at it.  “You like to play with knives, little bitch?  Then let’s play.”
 
   I do the only thing a woman in my position can do:  I scream.  One of my hands manages to slap the intercom button as I do.  The driver slams on the brakes.  Before Blades can slice my throat open, the knife slips from his hands.  
 
   He slams my head into the door and then lets me drop to the floor.  My head spins.  While he lunges for his knife, I see the Worm’s knife on the seat, against the door, just inches from my hand.  I snatch the knife, the blade already out thanks to Blades.  I don’t aim for any specific part of him, just whatever happens to be closest.
 
   The knife digs into his right thigh.  I drag it along while he screams.  He writhes in pain, for the moment any thoughts of his knife forgotten.  I yank the knife free and then find his.
 
   The screen between the halves of the limo comes down.  The driver finally works up the courage to ask, “What’s going on back there?”
 
   “Just a little foreplay,” I say.  “Drop us somewhere private and then take the girl home.”
 
   Blades’s screams are enough motivation for the driver to do as I order.  He stops the limo in the parking lot of an Italian restaurant closed for the night.  To make sure Blades can’t escape, I slash his left calf with the knife, which prompts him to scream again.  Then I kick him out of the limo.  While he tries to crawl away, I grab my clothes from the car and gather up the contents of my purse.
 
   Then I jump out and the moment the door is shut, the limo speeds away.  Now we’re alone.
 
   ***
 
   I let him crawl while I slip back into the dress.  He can’t get too far with a sliced calf and thigh.  For a moment I almost feel bad to watch him struggle.  Then I remind myself what he took from me and the kind of things he had me doing all night and I run over to kick him in the face.
 
   He spits up some blood and then rolls onto his back to stare up at me.  “What the fuck are you?  A cop?”
 
   “Do I look like a cop?”  I bend down to look him in the eye.  “Just think of me as your conscience.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “We’ll get to that.  First I want you to tell me something:  how many girls have you done that to?  How many have you dragged into your limo and forced to give you a blow job?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   “Too many to count?  That’s what I figured.”  I stab him in the right side, just above his pelvis.  He screams again.  Though I’d like to, I don’t feel any pleasure about his screams.
 
   “Whatever you want, I’ll get it for you:  money, drugs, you name it.”
 
   I look him in the eye again.  “I want Artie Luther dead.  That’s what I want.  You’re going to give him to me or you’re going to end up in little pieces scattered all over this parking lot for the rats to snack on.”
 
   Half-naked, cut, and bleeding, he starts to cry like a woman.  “I don’t want to die!” he shrieks.  “I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!  Don’t kill me!”
 
   “I don’t give a shit if you’re sorry.  All I care about is Artie Luther.  Where can I find him?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   I stab him in the other side.  He’s dying the proverbial death of a thousand cuts here in the Italian restaurant parking lot.  I wait for his screams to subside and then ask again.  “You have to know where he is.  You’re one of his top dogs.  I know it.  You were there at Lennox Pharmaceuticals when he knocked over the place.  You and his other little buddies, the ones he trusts the most.”
 
   “Lennox?  What’s that got to do with anything?”
 
   “You remember a woman named Gita Nath?  Dr. Gita Nath?  She had her wrists slit.  I bet you helped her with that, didn’t you?”
 
   “So what?  She a friend of yours or something?”
 
   Tired of games, I stab him in the gut.  It’ll take him a long time to die from a wound like that.  “Now that we’ve got that settled, tell me where Lex is and maybe I’ll go call an ambulance for you.”
 
   “I don’t know where he is now!” Blades says and braces for another stab.  
 
   “But you know where he’s going to be?” I ask.
 
   “There’s a big deal going down in two days.  On the waterfront.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “An old warehouse on Pier 35.”
 
   “What time?”
 
   “Midnight.”  That figures.  The Lennox robbery was set for midnight too.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now you’ll call for that ambulance?”
 
   “Would you if you were in my position?”
 
   “But—”  I silence the rest of it when I slit his throat.  I put the knife to his neck, close my eyes, and then pull the knife across as far as I can.  When I open my eyes, Blades’s are still wide open; they stare back at me, to accuse me.  I’ve never killed anyone in cold blood before, not like Jake on the Mackenzie case.  Just like that creep, Blades needed to die.  If I let him live, he could go back to Artie Luther.
 
   Now I have to dispose of the body.  I wipe the knife clean to drop down the first storm drain I see.  Then I cut off Blades’s clothes and empty his wallet of cash and credit cards.  The clothes I toss into the restaurant’s dumpster.  I’d throw Blades in there too, but he’s too heavy for me.  Instead, I drag him behind the dumpster and sit him up to face whoever finds him.  
 
   I look around to make sure no one’s seen me.  Then I run.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 35
 
   The blood money I take off Blades allows me to live comfortably on my own for the first time as a woman.  The first thing I do is get to a train on its way upstate.  That’s about the last place anyone will look for me—if they look for me.  The limo driver is the only one who saw me without the wig and I doubt he’ll go to the police.  He’d be more likely to snitch to someone on Lex’s crew about who killed their boy.
 
   There aren’t many people on the train, which makes it easier for me to avoid everyone.  I curl up in the back of a car and hug myself to keep warm in the skimpy dress I stole.  For once the tears don’t come.
 
   I’ve killed plenty of people in my thirty years as a cop.  The first couple I felt bad about even though they were scum bags, one a bank robber and the other a pimp.  For months after each one I replayed the incident in my head, even in my dreams.  I didn’t sleep well back in those days.
 
   Jake sensed my distress and one night took me to Squiggy’s.  While I was getting plastered, Jake said, “You’re a cop, Steve.  Killing dirtbags comes with the badge.  You can either accept that or sign up to be a crossing guard.”
 
   In manly fashion I sucked the emotions down deep, locked them away until they didn’t bother me anymore.  The more people I killed in the line of duty, the easier it got.  Now I can’t remember what those first two looked like, only what they did.
 
   This time is different.  I’m not a cop anymore.  I’m just a girl, little more than a kid.  Until about twelve hours ago I was a salesgirl at a bohemian clothes store.  Now I’ve tortured and murdered another human being, even if someone like Bobby Blades barely qualifies as one.
 
   In thirty years as a cop I’ve heard my share of stories that began with, “He [or she] had it coming.”  If anyone tracks me down and takes me to a police station it’ll be my turn to say it.  But I won’t end up any better off than those other saps.  I’ll wind up in prison for the rest of my life with a bunch of other women who thought someone had it coming.
 
   Still I can’t cry because he did have it coming.  Bobby Blades was scum.  He helped Artie Luther break into Lennox Pharmaceuticals and kill the security guards there.  He killed Dr. Nath in her own home.  The rest of his rap sheet is about as long as this train.  And that doesn’t include the kinky shit he had that other girl and I do and what he probably would have done to us later on.
 
   What makes it worse is that I know he’s just the first.  There’s still the rest of Lex’s henchmen and then the big boy himself.  Blades was the tip of the proverbial iceberg.  Maybe I am just a stupid kid now, but they still have it coming.
 
   And I’ll give it to them.
 
   ***
 
   I ride the train upstate to the capital.  By then it’s started to take on commuters to head into the city for their jobs.  I’m one of the few who goes the opposite way.  I have to push my way through a bunch of people in business suits to get off.
 
   I’ve been here a few times for legal hearings, mostly when some punk complains about excessive force to the state cops.  The capital’s a nice place if you’ve got money and I happen to have a fat wad of cash in my purse thanks to Bobby Blades.  Not just his cash, but also his credit cards.  Those will probably be canceled once someone finds the body and alerts the company; until then they’re mine to use as I wish.
 
   I get a cab from the station and then head into town.  I’m not dressed for the nicer restaurants, so I just hit a McDonald’s and nurse a coffee for a little while.  I read the morning paper, but of course there’s nothing about Blades in it yet.  The TV will probably carry the news about him by six o’clock.  That would be enough time for the body to be found, identified, and for word to hit the wires.
 
   Blades wouldn’t usually draw much attention, but I’ve inadvertently helped his bid for immortality.  The brutal way I killed him and then left him is sure to draw attention as a “gangland killing.”  The media love those; it gives them a chance to write their own little episode of The Sopranos with all the colorful characters.  If the limo driver does come forward or the other girl in the car remembers me, I can expect to have an artist’s rendering of my face plastered all over the papers and the TV by tomorrow. 
 
   Even if they draw me with the blond wig, I’m sure Jake will recognize me.  I might as well have left him a trail of breadcrumbs the way I left Grace’s store.  He’s smart enough to pair my sudden disappearance with Blades’s murder.  I can hear him say, “What the hell have you done?”
 
   What have I done?  Scaring the shit out of the Worm was one thing.  No jury in the country would put me in jail for what happened in that alley.  The department wouldn’t bother to press charges.
 
   Murder is something else.  High-profile murders get everyone into a tizzy.  Woods and Jefferson will beg Captain Archer to get let in on the case so they can be the ones on the TV and in the papers.  That was the kind of stuff that got people promoted, not that Jake and I ever gave a shit about that.  Neither of us wanted to sit behind a desk and push papers around.  Woods or Jefferson would be all too happy to track me down if it meant a cushy job for them.
 
   I finish with my coffee and then look up at the clock.  It’s ten o’clock, time to do a little shopping.
 
   ***
 
   I’ve never worn designer clothes before.  My old suits and other clothes used to come from the clearance racks at low-end department stores.  As a woman my clothes had all come from the thrift store or Grace’s shop.  The closest I’ve ever come to something fancy was my dress uniform.
 
   So it feels weird to stroll around the department store in an outfit that costs more than all the other clothes I’ve ever worn put together.  The sunglasses perched on the top of my head cost a thousand bucks by themselves.  My new purse—genuine Gucci, not like the imitations I’ve seen on the street—cost another grand.  Then there’s the black leather jacket, slinky black dress, and the black heels that would have killed me yesterday, before Grace tutored me.  All of it thanks to Bobby Blades’s platinum AmEx.
 
   The extreme makeover doesn’t end there.  I also visit the makeup counter, where I let a salesgirl apply all kinds of stuff to my face and squirt me with a number of different fragrances, so that I probably smell like a greenhouse.  She’s a lot more experienced with all of that stuff, so when she’s finished, I look as if I barely have makeup on.  I buy everything she suggests and put it on Bobby’s gold MasterCard.
 
   And then comes the jewelry!  I buy a diamond necklace, earrings even though my ears aren’t pierced, and bracelets for my wrists and ankles.  I also buy a few men’s watches—honest to God Rolexes—that I claim are for my boyfriends.  By the time I’ve finished there I’ve spent another five grand.  I jingle like Santa’s sleigh as I leave the jewelry counter.
 
   The last stop is the salon.  I might have started there first, but I wanted to look the part of the spoiled rich girl when I went in there.  I give the receptionist a shake of my hair and say, “I want to dye it black, like my dress.”
 
   No one has any problem with that.  I sit in the chair for two hours and let them wash my hair, cut it to shoulder length, wrap it up in tinfoil, and then go through it with a comb until it’s even smoother and shinier than Tess ever got it.  The end result is that my hair is now the kind of black that looks dark blue in the right light, which reminds me of what Grace said the night before.
 
   When it’s all done, I’ve spent about ten thousand dollars and transformed myself from a grubby tomboy into a glamorous rich girl.  On my way out I even start to feel rich; I swagger along on my heels down the aisles, heedless of anyone around me.  I know where the money came from, but for the moment I don’t care.  I look like a million bucks, almost literally.
 
   Maybe it’s that I’ve been a girl long enough or maybe because I’ve never had such financial freedom or maybe just that I need a distraction from the guilt over Blades’s murder, but I can’t stop there.  I hit another five clothes stores and buy everything from silk lingerie to bikinis to a floor-length ball gown.
 
   When I’ve sated my appetite for clothes, I stop at the shoe stores.  I never understood why Debbie owned so many shoes, but now I do.  There are so many shapes and styles, from sandals to pumps.  Despite that I couldn’t walk on heels a day ago, I scoop up five pairs of them.  I try each one on and feel like a princess as I strut around in them.  It’s hard to believe eight hours ago I had to figure out how to dispose of a dead body.
 
   My last stops are more practical.  At a cell phone kiosk I get a phone, a prepaid one that doesn’t require a lot of credit or security information to activate it.  I pay for the phone in cash, so that when the cops track Blades’s credit card purchases they won’t be able to get the phone’s number.  At the bookstore I buy a couple of the latest fashion magazines so I can better look the part.  My last stop is to get some luggage, sumptuous leather bags that fit all of my new purchases.
 
   With my new phone I call for a cab.  I’ve got so many bags I’m grateful there’s a big strong man there to stuff them all in the trunk for me.  He even opens the back door for me and tips his hat as if I’m a celebrity.  I feel like a celebrity.  For the first time since I became a woman—probably the first time ever—I don’t mind if people stare at me.  Let them look at Princess Stacey and wish they could be her, if only for a little while.
 
   I smile to myself and then tell the driver to drop me at a hotel.
 
   ***
 
   The driver claims it’s the nicest hotel in town.  It certainly seems like it from the lobby, which is all marble floors and mahogany furniture.  It’s even nicer than Lennox Pharmaceutical’s lobby.  I strut up to the counter; a bellhop trails behind with my purchases.  I have my shades down so I don’t have to look the common desk clerk in the eyes.  I’m lucky the clerk is a man; he looks ready to salivate as I stroll up to him.
 
   “I’d like your best room,” I say.  The expensive clothes, jewelry, and hair give me far more authority in my voice than I’ve ever had in this body.
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.  What is there to do in this dreadful place?”
 
   The clerk goes on to list a bunch of stuff that I tune out.  To play the part of the snobby rich girl, I take out my phone and then begin to hit buttons as if I’m texting one of my many rich friends.  I look up about thirty seconds after the clerk’s finished his spiel.  “Whatever.  Put it on Daddy’s card,” I say and then hand over the AmEx card.
 
   “Can I see some ID, Miss—”
 
   “Sharon Blades,” I say.  I don’t offer to shake hands.  I pretend to rummage around in my purse for a driver’s license.  “Oh dear.  I must have left it in one of my other bags.”
 
   “That’s all right,” the clerk says.  The hotel is the kind that still uses the old-fashioned keys.  He hands a set to me.  “This is for our presidential suite.”
 
   “That will have to do.”  I do a quick turn and then start fake texting again while the bellhop follows me to the elevator.  I let him push the button for me.  He takes the room key from me as well to open the door so I don’t have to strain myself.
 
   The suite is twice as big as my old apartment and nearly as big as the whole downstairs of where Debbie and I used to live.  From the doorway I can see a living room, a dining room with seating for eight, and a fully-stocked bar.  I pout and say, “Is this it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the bellhop says.
 
   “I guess it’ll do,” I whine.  “Take those to the bedroom.”
 
   While the bellhop scurries off to the bedroom, I look around the rest of the place.  There’s a hot tub off the living room that could fit a half-dozen people.  There’s an equally big tub in the bathroom, along with a separate shower and a toilet with a mahogany seat and a gilded handle.  “Wow,” I whisper.
 
   The bedroom is no less spacious.  The king-size bed could fit me about a dozen times over.  I’d need about fifty more bags of clothes to fill up the closet.  There’s even the standard mint on the pillow.
 
   “Thank you,” I tell the bellhop.  I give him a hundred bucks for his trouble.  It’s hard to wait until he’s gone to kick off my shoes and then leap onto the bed with a whoop.  The mattress is so soft, it’s like quicksand.  Since I didn’t get any sleep last night, I allow myself to drift away.
 
   ***
 
   After four hours of sleep, I eat a hot fudge sundae from room service in the hot tub, which turns out to be a messy combination.  I don’t care.  I’ve never lived in this kind of luxury and I doubt I ever will again.  I might as well enjoy it while it lasts.  That won’t be very long.  Tonight I’ll have to sneak out of here in one of my other outfits, before the hotel gets wise to the bum credit card I gave them.
 
   Once I’ve finished the sticky remains of the sundae, I close my eyes again and let the hot tub’s jets massage my body.  My mind begins to wander; I think of Maddy.  What’s she doing?  She’s probably still upset about me, unaware that her father is in a hot tub a hundred miles away.  If only I could call her and invite her here.  We could have so much fun, like a slumber party.
 
   But I can’t.  I have to leave tonight and even if I didn’t, how could I explain all of this to Maddy?  She’d never believe I won the lottery or anything like that.  I’m supposed to be Stacey Chance, runaway street urchin.
 
   Then there’s Grace.  By now Grace has probably called Maddy and told her I emptied the cash register.  They’ll both hate me for my betrayal.  Maybe they’ll even call the cops to report the theft.  
 
   Then again, Grace might not say anything.  She might figure after our awkward scene I decided to take an advance on my paycheck and hit the road out of embarrassment.  Grace might just replace the money and tell Maddy and Jake I snuck off in the night.  I already ran away once, why not a second time?
 
   The more I think about Grace, the more I wish she were here, in the tub with me.  All that stuff I did with the floozy last night in Blades’s limo I’d happily do with Grace.  In my mind I can see us in the hot tub; we kiss as we did at her dining room table, only this time we’d be naked, our bodies warm and covered in suds—
 
   I’ve never masturbated as a woman before.  I don’t really know how to do it.  I try to remember what Debbie had me do with my hand when she wanted to spice up our sex life a little.  I remember I stuck my hand between her legs like Dr. Palmer did with the transducer for my vaginal exam.  It’s a little awkward in the tub, but I manage to get my hand down in there.  I feel around for a few moments until I find that perfect spot.
 
   With a moan I sink beneath the water.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 36
 
   To get out of the hotel is easy enough.  I wait until it’s dark and then dress in a different outfit:  a longer black jacket, a white blouse, and black pants with a sensible pair of flats.  There’s a different clerk at the desk this time.
 
   I stroll up to him and get the same look as from the previous clerk.  “I’ll be visiting a friend for a couple of days,” I say.  “Keep the room closed until then.”
 
   “Of course, ma’am.”
 
   With that I’m gone; the bellhop drops two of my suitcases into the back of a cab.  I’ve stuffed everything into those bags, unconcerned about any wrinkles.  I tell the cab to drop me back at the train station.  In the station I drop Blades’s credit cards into a trashcan.  I figure by the morning they’ll be useless.
 
   I feel a lot better on this train ride, now that I’m swaddled in Prada, Gucci, and a bunch of other designer labels.  All I have to worry about is some punk might decide a rich girl like me is an easy mark.  If someone does, I won’t have anything to defend myself with; that will be something to rectify once I’m back in the city.  It’s easy enough there for even a rich girl to get her hands on a gun or two.
 
   No one hassles me, although I can see one boy try to make eyes with me.  I don’t give him the satisfaction of my attention.  It’s amazing how some clothes and a new hairdo can change me so quickly.  Just yesterday I would have shied away from someone who looked at me like that; I would have scrunched myself into a protective ball or simply fidgeted nervously in my seat until he looked somewhere else.
 
   The boy never works up the courage to talk to me.  I flip through fashion magazines for most of the train ride and pretend to be interested in the articles on who wears what or what colors are popular at the moment.  The conceited part of my brain I’ve created since this morning brags that I’m as pretty as any of the girls featured inside.  I could pose for the cameras just as well; it’s not like you need any talent to stand around half-naked.
 
   I have to remind myself I’m not a rich girl or a would-be fashion model.  I’m a fugitive.  Maybe not officially, but I can’t take any chances.  I’ve still got Artie Luther and his goons to take care of.  This getup is just a disguise, a cover story to let me do the job.  It’s hard though not to sink into a cover story as great as this one, such a perfect life with no worries.  But it is just a cover story.  In a couple of days I’ll be back to being plain little Stacey Chance, the kind of girl no one pays much attention to, except for a special woman like Grace.
 
   The thought of her reminds me of the hot tub.  I’d like to do it again, but this is a commuter train, not a hotel suite.  I turn my head to stare out the window, at the trees and power lines that rush past.  Before long we’ll be in the city and the fairy tale will be over.
 
   ***
 
   I take a cab to the Snowden Hotel.  It’s a mid-sized hotel downtown, the kind of place whose day has long since come and gone.  The lobby doesn’t have any marble floors and the wood of the chairs and front desk is chipped and faded.  The clerk is an old man who doesn’t wake up until I slap the bell inches from his ear.
 
   “Help you?” he asks.
 
   “I want a room.”
 
   “What’s that?” he reaches to his ear and fiddles with a hearing aid.
 
   “A room.  I want a room.”
 
   “Any particular kind?”
 
   “Just so it has a bed,” I say.
 
   “And how long will you be staying?”
 
   “A couple of days.”  In lieu of ID, I pass him a couple hundred-dollar bills.  “Consider that a down payment.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   The bellhop is a Mexican kid who barely speaks English.  I give him a twenty to take my bags up to the third floor.  The room is a lot smaller than the suite in the capital; everything fits into the one room.  The bed is a double and not nearly so comfortable.  Still, for my purposes, it’ll do.
 
   I sleep for a couple of hours before I roll out of bed to start my errands.  There’s a lot I need to get done today, a different kind of shopping than yesterday.  Instead of department stores with designer labels, I have to visit pawnshops.
 
   I didn’t buy all that jewelry just to feel like a princess.  I knew I’d have to dump Blades’s credit cards, so I bought the jewelry to convert into cash.  There’s a “cash for gold” place about every fifty feet these days, so it’s not hard to find a place to sell the jewelry.  The clerk barely listens to my sob story about how I have to pawn Mommy and Daddy’s jewelry to pay for little Tommy’s dialysis.  The clerk just writes me up a receipt for the amount they’ll give me, which isn’t nearly what I paid for it, but what I get makes up for the cash I’ve already spent, with a little extra.  “That will have to do,” I say and then let her count out the money.
 
   With some of that cash I get a cab to take me to the south side.  It’s not the safest place for a girl dressed in designer clothes, but I know a pawnbroker there.  Amos Glendale doubles as a snitch, about who has fenced what.  He’s supposed to turn over all of those items to the authorities, but he always keeps a little something for himself as a “commission.”  I could have tried to trade the jewelry to Amos for what I want, but I figured I’d get a better deal from someone without a criminal record.
 
   Amos is about as old as I used to be, but the way he looks at me is just like the boy on the train.  His face turns red and sweat forms on his bald head.  I start to wonder if he’s going to have a heart attack in his own store.
 
   He shoves aside a magazine I’m sure is a Playboy.  “Hi there,” he says and his voice actually cracks like he’s fourteen.  Amos doesn’t get a lot of beautiful women in his line of work.  “Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes you can,” I say.  I strut up to the counter and then lean forward, until my lips brush against his ear.  “I need to buy a gun.”
 
   “A g-g-gun?”
 
   “Yes,” I whisper into his ear.  “A couple of them.”
 
   “Well, I, um—”  He takes a deep breath to collect his nerve.  “I have some guns in the case over there.  Of course you’ll have to wait a couple of days—”
 
   “I want them now,” I say with a rich girl whine.  I reach out with one hand and stick it down his shirt so I can feel his hairy man-boobs.  “I heard you were the man to see about that.”
 
   Amos wheezes and his face turns purple.  Now he will have a heart attack.  “I-I-I guess a girl like you isn’t going to kill no one.”
 
   “That’s right.  I just want to scare someone.”
 
   “Sure.”  I let him go and leave him to pant for a minute or two.  He clears his throat and then walks over to the glass counter with some of his handguns inside.  “A little lady like you would probably be best off with this .25.”
 
   He takes a small black pistol out of the case.  I pout at the sight of it.  “It’s so small.”
 
   “You don’t want to hurt yourself, do you?”
 
   “Can’t you sell me a big gun?”
 
   He takes out a 9mm Beretta.  It’s better, but still not a lot of stopping power.  “Don’t you have anything bigger?”
 
   He scratches his head as he debates whether he should pull out the big guns.  I lean forward on the counter so he gets a good look down my shirt.  Like a trained puppy he does my bidding.  “I do have some things in the back for special customers,” he says.
 
   He motions for me to follow him into the back room.  He unlocks what’s supposed to be a janitor’s closet.  In reality it’s an armory, with everything from pistols to an RPG launcher.  I pick up an Uzi and point it at him.  “This is more like it,” I say.  The Uzi might not have much more stopping power than the Beretta, but it can fire a lot more bullets in a short amount of time.
 
   I point up to an AK-47 on the wall.  “That looks cool.  Can I try it?”
 
   “Um, well—” Amos’s head starts to turn red again as he debates whether or not to sell me an assault rifle.  His dick wins out over his head and he takes down the gun.  “You just be careful with that.”
 
   “I will.”  The assault rifle looks ridiculous in my hands.  Still, there’s nothing like holding a really large weapon to make you feel powerful.  “This is great.  How much is it?”
 
   He quotes me a price on the AK-47 and the Uzi.  Along with the ammo, it’ll just about clean me out.  Still, it’ll be worth it if I can get rid of Artie Luther and his gang.  “So, paper or plastic?” he asks.
 
   ***
 
   He gives me a duffel bag free of charge to carry the weapons in.  I carry them with me into a diner.  Maybe it’s my recent brush with the good life, but the place looks filthy.  The people aren’t any better.  I laugh to myself at this.  In just over a day I’ve become a snob.
 
   Another consequence of my brush with the good life is that I order a salad and iced tea.  While I wait for the waitress to bring it, I read through the paper for anything on Blades’s murder.  There’s nothing much, just the usual crap about an ongoing investigation and a lot of speculation about Blades’s ties to organized crime.  As I suspected, the press runs it as a “gangland killing.”  There’s nothing about the killer, no artist’s conception of my face.  I sigh with relief.
 
   More shocking is the back page of the paper.  I’m about to fold the paper up and start to pick at the wilted leaves they call a salad when I see a picture of me—the old me.  It’s the obituary for Detective Steven James Fischer.
 
   As befits my life, most of the obit concerns my career.  It lists my six commendations for valor and my three medals for bravery.  A couple of my big arrests are listed as well.  The end of it says, “Detective Fischer was relentless in his pursuit of justice.  He is survived by his daughter Madison.”
 
   For the first time in a while I start to cry.  It doesn’t say I was a good father, husband, or even friend.  Only that I was a good cop.  Madison’s name is given as an afterthought, just as she was when I was a man.
 
   “You all right, sweetheart?” the waitress asks.
 
   I wipe at my eyes and sniffle.  “I’ll be fine,” I snap and summon some of that rich girl authority.  I shove the salad back at her.  “Send this back and bring me a cheeseburger and chili fries.”
 
   After the waitress has gone, I stare at my photo in the paper.  It’s a good picture of me, taken a few years ago in my dress uniform.  That’s the best way for people to remember Steve Fischer, I suppose.  I never was much else, especially not a father.
 
   With a sigh I read the obit again.  Beneath the last sentence is a paragraph that gives the funeral arrangements.  I’m being put to rest tomorrow at the Memorial Gardens Cemetery.  In lieu of flowers, people are encouraged to donate to the Fraternal Order of Police fund for fallen officers.  That’s probably Maddy’s idea.  Good girl, I think and then put the paper away.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 37
 
   There’s not much more of a surreal experience than to attend your own funeral.  I make sure to get to the cemetery late, after everyone else has taken their seats.  With my dyed hair, big sunglasses, and designer dress it’s unlikely anyone will recognize me, so long as I keep quiet and out of the way.
 
   I take a seat in the back, next to Jefferson.  He immediately tries to look down my dress.  I shift my seat over a couple of inches.  I’d like to punch him in the throat, but that would draw too much attention to myself.
 
   Most of the people in attendance are cops or the family members of cops.  I see Maddy in the front row; she leans on the shoulder of an older woman with red hair who must be Debbie.  Jake and Tess sit next to them.  I don’t see Grace anywhere.  Does Debbie know about Grace?  Has Maddy come out to her yet?  I have no idea what Debbie’s stance on that would be.  She might take it hard at first, but like me I figure she probably just wants Maddy to be happy.
 
   I hadn’t gone to church since my divorce, but there’s still a priest there to read some Bible verses for me.  He stands next to a coffin that’s probably full of bricks since my body—such as it is—is in the back row.  I doubt I’ve ever met the priest, which doesn’t discourage him when he talks about how brave and honorable I was.  I feel a cold shiver at this and think of how I murdered Bobby Blades.  Do any of the cops here know that his killer is right behind them?
 
   I should probably leave, but morbid curiosity keeps me in my seat.  Jake of course delivers the eulogy.  “There’s no one except my wife I ever loved more than Steve.  He was the best friend anyone could hope for.  Whenever I needed him, he was there.  When my daughter was diagnosed with cancer, Steve came to visit her at the hospital every day.  
 
   “As a police officer, there was no one with more tenacity, more guts than Steve.  It didn’t matter if he were outnumbered a hundred-to-one; he wouldn’t let anything get in his way.  This police force, this city, this whole damned world is going to be a lot worse off without him.
 
   “If Steve were still here, I’m sure he’d want us to continue the work he started, to clean up this city and make it safe for decent folk.  I hope all of us here today strive to be as brave, as honorable, as good as Steve Fischer.”
 
   Like my obituary, Jake doesn’t say anything about me as a husband or father.  Why should he?  I was a complete failure on both counts.  I watch the front row and try to see if Maddy or Debbie are crying.  There’s no way to tell from back here.  I doubt they are.  Why should they be?  They’re both better off without me.
 
   Neither of them says anything at my funeral.  After Jake sits down, the honor guard fires a twenty-one-gun salute.  They take the flag off my fake coffin and give it to Maddy.  I can’t see her reaction to this, but she still doesn’t seem to be crying.  Maybe she’s just being strong, like she figures I’d want.  It’s not what I want.  I want her to mourn me, to let out her pain, not keep it inside the way I always did.
 
   The thought occurs to me that I should run up to the coffin and tell everyone the truth, that Steve Fischer is still alive.  Jake could back me up, tell them what Dr. Palmer found out.  Except that he probably wouldn’t.  He wouldn’t want to go public with this.  He’d put an arm around me and then drag me off somewhere private to lecture me for being stupid.  Meanwhile, Maddy would hate me for spoiling her father’s funeral.  That is if she doesn’t already hate me for what Grace and I did.
 
   I do get up, but not to crash the funeral.  Instead I slink off the way I came in to escape before Jefferson can proposition me.  As I do, I notice another woman in a black dress and sunglasses under a tree.  I need a moment to realize it’s Grace.  We face each other and her brow furrows for a moment.  “Stacey?”
 
   “Hi,” I say.  I feel like a shy urchin again in Grace’s presence.  Since my cover is already blown, I sit down beside her.  “Shouldn’t you be over there with everyone else?”
 
   “Maddy thought it’d be better if it were just family and her dad’s friends.”
 
   “Oh.  Did you tell her—?”
 
   “About us kissing?  No.  I chickened out.  Pretty lousy, huh?”
 
   “Not as lousy as me.  I’m sorry about stealing from the register.  I can pay you back.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’ll just deduct it from your paycheck.”  She looks me up and down.  “You look good.  What have you been up to?”
 
   “I, uh, came into a little money.  You like it?”
 
   She fingers my shorter, darker hair.  “You look gorgeous.”  She smiles at me.  “I knew there was a beautiful woman in there, underneath that tomboy.”
 
   “I thought you said I was a functional girl.”
 
   “That’s just what I told you.  Salesmanship and all.”
 
   “I bet.”  I smile back at her and resist the urge to kiss her again.  “You look good too.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I almost didn’t recognize you.”
 
   She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze.  “You want to get out of here?”
 
   ***
 
   We take a cab back to Grace’s shop.  I could have offered to take her to my hotel room, but then she’d know where it was and she might find the duffel bag of weapons I’ve hidden in the closet.  Plus, Grace’s shop is a lot closer.
 
   She kisses me in the cab.  It’s not as long or as deep as our first kiss, just something to set the mood.  When she’s sure no one will notice, her hand burrows beneath my skirt.  Again not enough to set me off, just a little teaser for what’s to come.
 
   Once we stop, I toss the driver a twenty and tell him to keep the change.  Then Grace pulls me inside the shop, upstairs to the apartment.  The front door isn’t even closed before she kisses me again.  This one is like our first kiss in the kitchen.
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispers.  “Did you miss me?”
 
   I think of the hot tub and on the train.  “Yes.”
 
   She leads me into the bedroom, the one she and Maddy share.  It occurs to me that I should stop, before I hurt Maddy even more, but I can’t.  Instead I shed my clothes and leave them in a heap on the floor.
 
   I look down at my naked body.  My face turns warm.  “I don’t know what to do,” I admit.  “I’ve never done this before.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” she says with a grin, “I’ll teach you.”
 
   She lays me down on the bed and then starts to work her hands across my body.  She demonstrates how as a woman I have a lot more sensitive areas than just between my legs.  She massages my breasts, bites a nipple, and even runs her tongue along my midsection.  Each time I gasp not from pain, but from the same pleasure as in the hot tub.
 
   I do the same to her as she did to me.  My hands are clumsier, but they still seem to get the job done.  It takes a little prodding before I can bring myself to touch her with my tongue.  Her skin is salty from sweat, but the way she moans makes it worthwhile.  “You’re a natural,” she says.
 
   Eventually we go inside each other.  It’s a lot different than sex as a man.  It’s not so violent; I don’t thrust to batter down her defenses to make myself come.  This is a lot tenderer, even gentle.  We’re partners in this, not combatants. 
 
   Grace has enough experience that she strings me along for a half hour.  That’s long enough for my clumsy hands to find the rhythm.  We come at the same time, a pair of shrieks, followed by identical sighs.  We pull our hands out and smear them on our stomachs.  Grace licks my stomach again, to clean it up like a dog.  I can’t bring myself to go that far just yet.
 
   She uses her cleaner hand to stroke my hair as she cuddles up against me.  “You’re amazing,” she says.  “It’s hard to believe that was your first time.”
 
   “Maybe I had a good teacher.”
 
   We fall asleep in each other’s arms.  When I wake up, I look over at the clock and see it’s ten o’clock.  I sit up with a start.  Grace’s hands fumble to grab me and pull me back down.  “Don’t go,” she says.  “Maddy won’t come back tonight.  She’s staying with her mom.”
 
   “I have to go,” I say.  I stroke her hair and then kiss her on the cheek.  “I’ll be back later.”
 
   That is if I survive.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 38
 
   I take a cab back to the hotel to fetch my duffel bag.  I pay the driver extra to make sure he takes a few shortcuts.  By the time I’ve changed into something more appropriate for a commando operation and grabbed the duffel bag, it’s eleven o’clock.  Shit.
 
   The next cab driver I pay even more handsomely to get me near the warehouse Blades indicated.  I can’t have him drop me off right in front of it.  Not only would I risk someone on Lex’s crew might spot me, but also after I’m done here the cabbie might figure out I was responsible.
 
   Along the way I sneak a peek in the duffel bag.  I can still turn back.  I can have the cabbie drop me off at Grace’s shop and collapse into her arms.  We can fuck and cuddle for the rest of the night.  That’s certainly a better idea than to murder people in cold blood, isn’t it?
 
   Except I might never get another shot at Lex and his goons.  To track them down again could take months or even years.  Years I’ll spend in this body.  I’ve already seen the changes in my personality.  Every day I become more Stacey and lose more Steve.  In six months or a year there might be nothing left of him, just a sweet young woman in love with her employer—her best friend’s lover.  By then I won’t have the nerve to kill anyone.
 
   It has to be done tonight.  If I survive, then I can go back to Grace.  We can work something out, find a way to still be together and not hurt Maddy.  How?  Continue to see Grace behind Maddy’s back?  Maybe I’m becoming Stacey more and more, but Maddy is still my daughter.  I can’t betray her like this again.
 
   I take a few deep breaths to focus again on the task at hand.  I’m not sure exactly what security Lex will have or what he’s even going to be doing, so I’ll have to figure out a way to take care of that once I get there.
 
   I could always take out my phone and call the police.  Leave an anonymous tip that something big is going down at the warehouse.  Except just like the night of the Lennox robbery, if I call my former comrades, one will probably call Lex and pass the word along.  I could at least call Jake.  Then I’d have a little backup.  Look what happened the last time I went against Lex alone!
 
   No, I can’t involve Jake in this.  It’s too dangerous.  He’s already said his eulogy for me.
 
   The driver makes it to the docks in a half hour.  I’m probably a mile away from where I need to be.  A mile away and I’ve got a good eighty pounds of guns and ammo.  In my big old body that would be a lot easier.  Stacey is fast like a thoroughbred racehorse; she’s not a pack mule.
 
   I have to stop twice to catch my breath.  Even if I make it in time, I won’t be in fighting trim.  That can’t be helped now.  I’ve got to push ahead and hope for the best.
 
   When I get in sight of the warehouse it’s five minutes to midnight.  I’m too late; Lex’s guys are already on patrol around the building.  I had hoped to get in before them, to set up a nest somewhere so I could ambush them.  My rendezvous with Grace means it will be a lot harder to get in there now.
 
   I do a zigzag pattern and dive behind one stack of pallets or pile of rope and then zig over to another when I’m sure no one can see me.  At least reasonably sure.  There could always be someone on the roof with some night vision goggles.  I just have to hope Lex isn’t that paranoid.
 
   As I get closer, I hear Bruiser Malloy’s voice.  “The boss says to keep an eye out for whoever iced Blades.”
 
   Another minion whines, “Blades probably just pissed off the wrong dude.”
 
   “Shut up!” Bruiser roars.  “Keep looking.”
 
   The minion waits until Bruiser’s shambled away before he grumbles under his breath.  He stops to light a cigarette.  While he does that, I scamper as fast as I can along a row of old crates.  I see what I need:  a ladder that goes up to the roof of the warehouse.  From there I’ll probably find a way inside.
 
   The only problem will be to get up the ladder.  I try to sling the duffel across my back, but it’s too heavy.  It’ll pull me off the ladder for sure.  If it doesn’t, it’ll take me too long to climb up, so someone will spot me and shoot me.
 
   I open the bag up and then inventory what I’ve got in there.  The Uzi is light enough to keep.  The AK-47 is heavier.  I throw out the extra clips for it.  That lightens the load.  As for the little .25 pistol, I stick it in my pocket as a last resort.  The duffel is light enough on my back now that I can walk without a problem.  
 
   The guard still smokes and mutters to himself.  I don’t see Bruiser anywhere; he’s either on the other side or else he went inside.  For the moment that leaves me an opening to scamper over to the ladder.  With the duffel on my back, I climb as fast as I can.  I expect someone to shout for me to stop or else the sound of a gun firing, but I don’t hear anything.
 
   I make it to the roof.  There’s no one there with any goggles or a sniper rifle.  Lex’s security isn’t as good as I’d feared, at least not outside.  The inside might be a different story.
 
   I stay low to the roof as I make my way around it and look for a door or something to let me inside.  I hear Bruiser’s voice again.  I risk a peek down at the ground and see him as he berates another guard.  Apparently none of them are very interested in keeping watch.  Good help is hard to find, even for the mob.
 
   There’s a door on the front side of the warehouse.  At one time there was a lock, but it’s rusted away, so it’s easy enough for me to push the door open.  I do it slowly; I don’t  want to risk a creak that will alert anyone to my presence.  
 
   Through the door is a catwalk that also hasn’t fared well in recent years.  It’s a good thing I’m only a hundred ten pounds—with another fifty in weapons—or else I’d fall through the damned thing.  Still I move only one step at a time as if on a tightrope.
 
   I make it over to a corner, where the catwalk is a little more secure and where I can hide behind a support pillar.  I let out a sigh.  I’ve made it this far at least.
 
   Then I hear metal shriek.  I worry it’s the catwalk, but it’s not.  It’s the front doors of the warehouse.  A car pulls in.  It’s a Mercedes and before it stops and the door opens, I already know who’s inside.  Artie Luther has arrived.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 39
 
   I’m tempted to take the AK-47 out of the bag and open fire.  After a week as a woman, after I intimidated the Worm and murdered Blades, I’ve finally found my prey.  All I have to do is line up a shot and pull the trigger.  Then my troubles will be over.
 
   My cop’s intuition tells me to wait.  Luther came here for something big.  Something so big he came himself, just like the Lennox robbery.  I should wait and see what it is.  Then I can take out all the scum in one fell swoop.
 
   In the meantime I should find a better place to hide.  Across the building there’s a stairway that leads down to the second floor.  That will get me closer, more within range for the AK-47.  I should have bought a rifle, even a hunting rifle with a scope.  Then I could try to pick off Luther and company from up here.  Except I remember what happened on the dock.  If I couldn’t hit Lex then, I don’t have much of a chance now from up here.
 
   I look down and see Lex as he talks with Bruiser; he gestures emphatically at the doors.  While they argue, I hurry along the catwalk and try not to make any noise.  When I hear a creak, I freeze.  I look down at the floor of the warehouse, but no one looks my direction.  With a sigh of relief, I keep going.
 
   I make it to the stairs.  With another look to make sure the coast is clear, I descend the stairs.  The second floor catwalk is wider, with more room for me to walk.  Of course since it’s closer to the floor it’s also more dangerous.  If I make any creaks this time, someone might hear me.
 
   There’s an office on the second floor that might make for a good place to hide.  It’s at least fifty feet away.  I look around again.  Bruiser has gone over to work on the doors while Lex stands in the middle of the warehouse, a perfect target.  Who’s he waiting for?  I’ll worry about that later.
 
   I scurry towards the office.  I’ve just about made it when I feel something like a bee sting in my right thigh.  Pain burns in my right leg.  I nearly collapse right then, but I keep going.  I bite down on my lip and then limp into the office.
 
   There’s not much light in the office, but as I lean against the wall, I can feel the blood trickle down my leg.  I’ve been shot!  I didn’t hear anything, which means a silencer.  A sniper on the second floor or maybe up on the roof.
 
   The Tall Man.  It has to be.  O’Neill is Lex’s best hit man and I haven’t seen him yet.  A stupid mistake on my part.  I wonder what he’ll do next.  Since I broke his jaw, he can’t call for help.  He might go down and write a note for Lex.  Or he might come after me himself.
 
   Either way I have to be ready.  I look around the office, but don’t see any other way in or out.  This is my last stand, then.  Just like the Alamo and Custer I’ll go down fighting.  If I’m like them then I’ll lose, but I’ll lose with honor.
 
   As I take the AK-47 off my shoulder and click off the safety, I think of Maddy.  I really will have abandoned her now.  Before I could at least be her friend—not a good one after what I did with Grace—but soon I won’t be anything.  Worse yet, she’ll mourn for me a second time.
 
   Thoughts of Maddy of course bring Grace to mind as well.  I so badly want to make it home to her, to collapse in bed next to her and have her hug me and tell me everything will be all right.  I love her.  Not as a friend, but in the same way I loved Debbie.  
 
   I hear footsteps on the catwalk coming towards me.  It’s probably the Tall Man to finish me off.  I take a deep breath and try to push the pain away.  “Here we go,” I whisper.
 
   ***
 
   There are a couple of different ways to handle the situation.  One is to get into a Mexican standoff by leaning out the door to fire at the Tall Man or anyone else.  Two is to do like Scarface and jump out the doorway with machine gun blazing.  They might get me or I might get them first.
 
   Three is to try a clever ruse.  I start to sob loudly, loud enough that I’m sure the Tall Man or anyone else on the second floor can hear me.  To make my cries more realistic, I stick one finger in the bullet wound.  That prompts me to scream and sob for real.
 
   Through my screams and sobs, I can still hear the footsteps approach.  I slide the AK-47 over to the side; it would be much too obvious to use in this situation.  The Uzi is a lot smaller and I don’t need to have much accuracy with it.
 
   I take a couple deep breaths to try to settle myself down as I hear him approach.  I’m only going to get one chance at this.  The footsteps stop.  I look up at the doorway and try to wipe the tears away with one finger.  Maybe I did too good of a job with those.
 
   In the doorway I see Will O’Neill’s gangly frame.  The bottom of his pale horse face glints from the wires that hold it together.  There’s a similar metallic glint in his hand from the silenced pistol he’s got pointed at me.  He gestures for me to get up with one hand.
 
   “I can’t get up,” I whine.  “You shot me.  It hurts!”
 
   He gestures to me again; he won’t take no for an answer.  “I told you I can’t!  It hurts too much!”
 
   This time he lowers the pistol and cocks it.  That’s the sign for I damned well better find a way to get up.  “OK,” I say.  I use my left foot to try to push myself up.  My right leg really does hurt, just not as much as I’ve told him.  At the same time I lever myself up, I keep the Uzi against the wall and use my body to screen it from him.
 
   When I’m about halfway up, I act like I’m slipping.  As I fall, I spin around and fire the Uzi wildly.  It’s set on full auto, which pounds out a couple dozen bullets in seconds.  The Tall Man screams through the wires in his mouth.
 
   I’ve hit him.  Not fatally, as I hear him hop backwards so he can keep his gun trained on the door.  Shit.  We’ve got another Mexican standoff.  Worse because I can’t use that ruse again.
 
   It’s time for the second option.
 
   ‘“Say hello to my little friend!’” I say to myself.  I drop the Uzi to the floor and trade it for the AK-47.  I count to three before I lunge out onto the catwalk as fast as possible with the machine gun at my hip.  The moment the muzzle is clear of the door, I squeeze the trigger.
 
   It’s a good thing I have both hands on it or else I probably would shoot at the ceiling.  Amos was right that the rifle packs a kick for a girl my size.  I keep my finger on the trigger to spray the catwalk ahead of me. 
 
   The gun finally clicks as it runs out of ammo.  I drop the useless weapon to the catwalk.  Ahead of me I see the Tall Man pressed against the wall.  Is it possible I missed him entirely?  He turns towards me.  My entire body freezes as it did when the Worm approached me at the liquor store.
 
   When the Tall Man turns around, I see two bloodstains spreading across his white shirt.  He still has enough presence of mind to aim the weapon at me.  I stare at the end of the silencer and wait for the flash that will end my life.  My second life.  Maddy.  Grace.  I have just enough time to think of them again.
 
   The gun doesn’t fire.  The Tall Man collapses to the catwalk.  He’s dead.
 
   One down.  But then I feel the catwalk shake as if from an earthquake.  Bruiser Malloy appears at the top of the stairs.  The sight of him snaps me out of my paralysis.  I rush back into the office for the Uzi.
 
   Two to go.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 40
 
   Bruiser Malloy is big, but a couple of clips from the Uzi should stop him.  I take an extra clip out of the duffel bag so I can reload this time.  I’m not sure what he packs, probably something big.
 
   I stick my head out the doorway.  It’s big all right.  It’s an RPG launcher like I saw at Amos’s shop.  It’s the same kind al-Qaeda and the like use in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Pretty powerful stuff to carry to a business deal.
 
   It’s probably my fault he’s got the thing.  With Blades dead, Lex must have decided to bring a little extra firepower.  That or Bruiser came up with the idea on his own.
 
   I have just enough time to get into the far corner of the office before the rocket-propelled grenade screams down the catwalk.  I put the Uzi between my legs so I can put my fingers in my ears.
 
   Not that it does much good.  The explosion rocks the entire office.  Plaster from the ceiling comes down on my head.  Stray papers left on the floor blow into my face.  My ears ring from the blast.  I cough from the smoke.
 
   I’m still alive.  Once the air is free enough of smoke and dust, I can see the front walls of the office are gone.  Part of the back of the warehouse is gone too.  I can see the harbor through the hole.  The water looks about the same as the last time I went up against Bruiser, calm and black.  That’s probably where I’ll wind up before long.  This time there won’t be any FY-1978 to save me.
 
   Only if I let them catch me.  I take the Uzi from my lap.  I don’t even have to get up; I see Bruiser in the new, larger doorway a second later.  I raise the Uzi and aim for his big shaved skull.
 
   Nothing happens.  The gun clicks impotently.  I check to make sure the safety is off.  I even try to slap the thing a couple of times.  It’s jammed.  Maybe from the explosion and all the dust and such.  Maybe it’s just a piece of shit.  If I survive, I’ll have to pay Amos another visit.  This time I won’t flirt with him; I’ll just wring his fucking neck.
 
   With no other ideas in mind, I throw the gun at him as hard as I can.  I might as well spit on him.  He reaches out with one huge, scarred mitt to grab the front of my black sweater.  He hefts me into the air without even a grunt of strain.
 
   He could snap my neck like it’s a twig.  He doesn’t.  Instead, he says, “Time for you to meet the boss.”
 
   ***
 
   I’ve already met Artie Luther more times than I’d have liked.  Not that I could tell Bruiser that.  He grabs me around the neck and squeezes to the point I can only get a trickle of air in my lungs.  That’s at least enough to keep me alive as Bruiser carries me downstairs.
 
   He tosses me into a pile of old tarps.  I’d scream, but there’s not enough air in my lungs to waste with that.  Instead I lie there for a few moments and gasp for air.
 
   I feel one of Bruiser’s hands grab me by the shoulder.  He spins me around into a sitting position.  I groan from the pain in my leg and with fresh pain in my shoulder.  “This cunt killed Willy,” Bruiser says.  He levels a silver .45 at my head.  I know this weapon—it used to belong to me.  Killed with my own gun—again.  Must be the universe’s idea of a joke.
 
   To add to the irony, Artie Luther is my savior.  He puts a hand on my old gun.  “Not yet,” Lex says.  He stares down at me.  “Let’s find out who our visitor is first.”
 
   “I’m not anyone,” I say.  “Just a figment of your imagination.”
 
   Almost as bad as being shot with my own gun is being pistol-whipped with it.  The butt of my old gun opens up a cut across my cheek.  Tears come to my eyes.  This time it’s not part of a ruse.
 
   “That should teach you to have some manners,” Lex says.  “Now, who are you?”
 
   “Stacey.”
 
   I resist the urge to spit in Lex’s face when he takes my chin in his meaty fingers and then looks in my eyes.  “Why are you here, Stacey?”
 
   “To kill you slimeballs.”
 
   “Why would a little girl like you want to do that?”
 
   “Because you fucks killed my father.”  That’s close enough to the truth as far as I’m concerned.
 
   “Is it safe to assume you killed Mr. Blades?”
 
   “He had it coming.”
 
   Before they can continue the interrogation, headlights wash over us; the light reflects off Lex’s bald dome.  He lets me go and turns to face the lights.  “Looks like our friends are here.  Keep an eye on the girl.  We’ll continue our discussion later.”
 
   The car parks next to Lex’s Mercedes.  It’s a black Cadillac limo.  A chauffeur springs out of the vehicle to open the back doors.  I expect to see a bunch of Russians or Italians or some other European-born gangsters.  Instead a half-dozen Asian guys in suits pile out.  Four of them carry weapons similar to the Uzi I had.  One of the other two carries a silver briefcase.  That must be the payment for whatever Lex plans to sell.
 
   Lex heads towards them and holds out one arm to the unarmed one without the briefcase.  “Mr. Ling!  It’s good to see you again.”  
 
   The man with the briefcase whispers into Ling’s ear.  Ling says something in a foreign language.  Chinese?  Japanese?  Korean?  I’ve heard bits of all three before, but nothing he says jogs my memory.  The guy with the briefcase translates, “We have the money.  Where is the product?”
 
   “A direct man.  I like that.”
 
   Ling says something translated as, “He does not wish to spend any more time in this filthy hovel than necessary.”
 
   “I apologize for the state of our meeting place, but one can’t be too careful in this city.”  Lex turns and motions to Bruiser.  He hoists me up by the back collar of my sweater.  “As you can see, we’ve already had one party crasher.”
 
   “Mr. Ling does not care about squatters.  He wishes for you to deliver the formula.”
 
   “Of course.”  Lex reaches into his suit jacket.  From the inside pocket he takes out a slim metal case.  “It’s all in here gentlemen:  the formula plus Dr. Nath’s notes, at least those we could recover from her apartment after her untimely death.”
 
   I go slack in Bruiser’s grasp.  Formula, Dr. Nath’s notes.  That can mean only one thing:  Lex plans to sell FY-1978 to these people.  Are they another pharmaceutical company?  That’s my guess from what I’ve seen of Mr. Ling so far.  He doesn’t seem like a gangster to me.
 
   Everything starts to fall into place.  These must be the people Lex stole the formula for.  They might have employed him to do the job for them or else he might have heard they wanted it and then broke in to steal it first.  The latter sounds more like Lex’s style.
 
   “Now, let’s see the payment,” Luther says.
 
   The translator opens the silver briefcase.  There’s a bunch of thousand-dollar bills in it.  Without being asked, the translator flips through some of the stacks to show there aren’t a bunch of blank pieces of paper inside.  He probably saw that in a movie.  “Very good,” Luther says.
 
   I can’t let them make the exchange.  Forget about killing Bruiser and Luther; I need that case with the formula and notes.  If I give that to Dr. Palmer, it could cut years off the estimate to make a cure for me.
 
   “Hey assholes!” I shout.  “You really think a son of a bitch like Luther is going to give you the real formula?  What he’s giving you is probably the formula for dandruff shampoo.  Then after he gets your money, he’ll turn around and sell it back to Lennox to screw you over even more.”
 
   Lex glares at me.  “I think we’ve heard enough from the peanut gallery,” he snaps.  “Dispose of her, Thomas.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   “Wait!” Mr. Ling says.  Apparently he knows a little English after all.  “How do we know what she says isn’t true?”
 
   Lex turns and gives the Asians his best salesman grin.  “Now gentlemen, why would I lie to you?  We’ve made an agreement—”
 
   “We will alter agreement!” Ling says.  He barks something to his translator.
 
   The translator says, “Mr. Ling has decided we must verify the information you give us is accurate before payment is made.”
 
   “That’s absurd!  We don’t have time for a scientific analysis,” Lex says.  He glares at the translator.  “Tell him if he doesn’t take this deal I’m giving the formula back to Lennox.  They’ll pay me quite a handsome price for it.”
 
   Ling says something to the translator, who says, “Mr. Ling does not appreciate being blackmailed.”  For emphasis the translator gestures to the armed thugs behind him. 
 
   Now we’ve got a real Mexican standoff—or maybe Chinese standoff would be more appropriate.  Lex doesn’t want to give the formula to the Asians or as sure as the sun rises in the east they’ll take it and kill him, Bruiser, and me.  At the same time, the Asians don’t want to pay for something without being sure of what it is.
 
   But Lex has a trump card.  He whistles shrilly.  A moment later, the windows on the Mercedes come down.  Two machine gun muzzles stick out.  They start to fire a second later.  They’re a lot better shots than me and their weapons don’t jam.  Mr. Ling’s guards topple like dominos.  The translator takes a bullet in the throat, more universal irony.
 
   Throughout the gunfire Luther just stands there with arms crossed.  Also during the gunfire, I reach into the waist of my pants.  Bruiser forgot to search me before he dragged me down here.  I take out the .25 I tucked down there.  Bruiser is focused on the slaughter instead of me.
 
   The tiny pops of the .25 are barely audible against the noise of the machine guns.  I put three bullets into Bruiser’s head.  He’s still alive enough to roar like a bull and then hurl me a good hundred feet, as if I’m a human Frisbee.  Somehow I keep the pistol in my hand as I land.  I roll over and aim the gun at the vast expanse of Bruiser’s chest.  I empty the rest of the clip into him.
 
   He wobbles for a moment on his feet.  Just like at the end of one of his fights, he pitches forward.  Only this time it’s not a dive.  He hits the canvas one last time.
 
   I scramble to my feet and toss the pistol away.  By now Lex has seen what’s happened to his enforcer.  He reaches into his jacket for a pistol.  I lunge towards Bruiser.  My old pistol is still clamped in his right fist.  I tug at his hand to no avail.  I am able to move his arm; I bend it back towards Luther.  I pull the trigger.
 
   I fire six times and never hit the bastard.  On the plus side, it forces him to dive for cover.  Behind him, I see the two goons from the Mercedes get out.  I’m outnumbered and outgunned now.  As much as I want the formula, I want to live a bit more.
 
   I turn and make for the back door of the warehouse.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 41
 
   Adrenaline gets me the first ten blocks, until I’m away from the docks.  I look over my shoulder along the way and expect to see a Mercedes with Luther’s thugs in it.  When I see headlights, I dive behind a garbage can.  But it’s not Lex’s goons, just a white cargo van with the logo of a fish company on it.
 
   As I lie there, my leg begins to throb, to remind me I’ve been shot.  I’ve been shot before—you can’t be a cop in this city for long and not take some lead.  I still have to bite down on my lip so I don’t scream at the pain as the adrenaline wears off.  
 
   I struggle out of my sweater; some snobby part of my brain laments it’s cashmere as I tear off a sleeve to use as a bandage.  The rest of it I toss on the ground.  Even if Lex would find it, there’s nothing it would tell him, except that I have expensive tastes.
 
   I lever myself up to my feet and groan from the effort.  When I start out again, my pace is much slower.  Each step becomes an ordeal; pain shoots through my right leg.  I want to collapse to the ground, curl up into a ball, and sleep.  I know I can’t or I might never wake up again.  This wound isn’t fatal, but it would be easy enough for Luther’s thugs—or someone just as bad—to find me and nothing good happens to an innocent girl in the middle of the night on these streets.
 
   It takes me an hour to limp another five blocks.  By then my body is coated in sweat and I shiver.  I shouldn’t have got rid of the sweater, not that it would have done me much good.  Don’t be a wimp, I tell myself.  It’s hard not to give in when I see my reflection in the glass.  I’m not a hardened cop anymore, just a scared little girl out way past her bedtime.  I should be home in bed, with Grace.
 
   With a sob I collapse onto a bus stop bench.  I need to get this damned bullet out of my leg.  But I can’t go to a hospital.  They would ask some inconvenient questions and Lex will probably check the hospital records in case I turn up there.  Even if I could use an alias, there aren’t a lot of little white girls getting shot in this neighborhood at this time of night.
 
   What I could use almost as bad as the bullet out of me is a drink.  A couple shots of whiskey right now would really take some of the edge off.  The thought of booze brings me a solution to both of my problems.  I reach into my pocket and take out my cell phone to call for a cab.  I hope I’m not too late.
 
   ***
 
   Big Al is closing down for the night when the cab drops me off at Squiggy’s.  By the time we arrive, my head swims and the slightest movement prompts everything to spin.  I’m not sure how much money I give the driver, but it must be enough because he drives away without a word.
 
   Al is locking the front door as I stagger towards him.  “We’re closed,” he says.  “Go find one of them after hour clubs.”  He turns and gives me a harder look.  “Wait, I remember you.  You’re that kid who was in here with Maddy the other night.”
 
   I stumble forward and trip on the concrete.  Al catches me before I can fall.  He brushes sweaty hair out of my face to look me in the eye.  “What’s wrong with you?  You OD-ing?”
 
   “I’ve been shot,” I say.  I wave my hand towards the bullet wound.  “Help me.”
 
   He sets me down on the sidewalk so he can unwrap the makeshift bandage from around my wound.  “Jesus,” he says.  “We have to get you to a hospital.”
 
   “No!  No hospitals.  They’ll find me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The bad guys,” I say.  I reach out towards Al and grab a handful of his shirt.  “You can fix me.”
 
   “What?  I’m not a surgeon, kid.”
 
   Despite the pain and blood loss, I still have the wherewithal to keep to my cover story.  “Maddy said you fished a bullet out of her father.”
 
   “What?  Oh, right.  That was years ago.”  Ten years ago.  It started down the road in an apartment building.  Jake and I were on the trail of some jewel thieves who’d killed a security guard.  A routine case.  At least it should have been.  
 
   We tracked them to the apartment building, where Steve Fischer charged into the apartment where he thought they would be.  I found one of them on the couch with a girl, pants down around his ankles.  I was careless; I let myself get distracted by the scene on the couch to let one of the guy’s buddies get the drop on me.  I’m lucky he only shot me in the left shoulder.
 
   Before Jake or I could take him down, he hopped onto the fire escape and headed down for the streets.  I wouldn’t let a little bullet wound slow me down; I followed him down the fire escape.  I ran after the bastard until we were almost to Squiggy’s.  Then I started to get tired.  So I reached for my gun and fired.
 
   My aim wasn’t very good; I hit the sign for the bar.  The thief would have gotten away, except Al charged out with his shotgun at the ready to see who’d broken his sign.  He didn’t shoot the kid, just clobbered him in the face with the butt of the shotgun.  I staggered up, blood oozing from the wound in my shoulder.
 
   “Christ, Steve, what happened to you?”
 
   “Punk shot me,” I said.  I kicked the bastard in the ribs, though he couldn’t feel it.
 
   Jake had caught up with us by then.  We let him take care of the perp while I went inside.  Al took me upstairs to his apartment over the bar.  From the closet he took out a black bag.  “I didn’t know you were a doctor,” I said.
 
   “I was an army medic,” Al explained.  He was in Vietnam in the last days of the war, not long enough to see much action.  I was only his third patient.  He gave me a couple of drinks to ease the pain and then took the bullet out of my shoulder.  The hospital cleaned it up later, but he’d done good work.
 
   Now I need him to do it again.  “Let’s go inside, kid,” he says.  He scoops me up in his arms and then carries me upstairs.  It looks about the same as ten years ago.  I use my hands to sweep some old magazines and bills off of his dining room table so he can set me on top of it.  The last time my legs dangled over the edge, but now there’s enough room for my entire body.  Al finds a throw pillow to set beneath my head.  Then he gets to work.
 
   ***
 
   The hardest part, even worse than the pain, is to stay awake.  While Al washes his hands and sterilizes his instruments, he gives me a fifth of vodka.  I drink just about the whole thing by the time he’s ready to operate.  The alcohol along with the pain and blood loss make my eyelids heavy.  He must notice this, because he says, “It’s OK, honey.  You can sleep.”
 
   I shake my head.  “No.  You’ll take me to the hospital and then they’ll find me.”
 
   “No one’s going to find you.  You’ll be safe.  I promise.”
 
   While I know Al would never lie to a girl in trouble, I still force myself to stay awake.  The fresh pain from when Al starts to cut around the wound helps to keep me awake.  I’d like some more vodka—or something stronger—but then I might fall asleep.  Instead I stare up at the ceiling and try to count the number of holes in the tiles while I try not to whimper too loud.
 
   After a couple of minutes, he pats my hand and says, “This isn’t too bad.  Looks like it didn’t hit any of your arteries or anything.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I need you to be very still, honey.  I have to pull the bullet out now.  If you move, I could wind up doing some damage and you might lose this pretty leg.”
 
   I smile a little as I think of his threat to Maddy a couple days ago.  “I’ll be fine,” I say.  “Just get it out of me.”
 
   I hold onto the edges of the table to make sure I don’t flinch too much as Al starts to pull out the bullet.  I can’t bear to look, so I keep my eyes squeezed shut.  When I open them again, I’m on Al’s bed.  I try to sit up, but pain shoots up from my leg at the effort.  I sink back against his pillows.
 
   I see a bandage spotted with blood around my right leg.  There’s no sign of Al until I hear the toilet flush.  Before I can pretend I’m asleep, he sticks his head into the room.  “How are you feeling?” he asks.
 
   “It hurts,” I whine.  
 
   “It will for a little while,” he says.
 
   I nod and wonder how long it will take the FY-1978 to kick in, if it kicks in.  A couple of days maybe that I’ll be laid up.  Will Lex have worked out a deal for the formula by then?  I try to sit up again, but sink back down from the pain.
 
   “Hey, it’s all right,” he says.  “I’m not going to hurt you.  Or turn you in.”
 
   “Thanks.  For everything.”
 
   “Anything for a friend of Maddy,” he says.  “You want to call her?”
 
   “No!” I say too quickly.  I force myself to smile.  “I don’t want to worry her.”
 
   When I think of Maddy, I think of Grace and what Grace and I did.  I start to sob, which triggers more pain in my leg; this prompts me to cry harder in a vicious cycle.  Al is pretty much a stranger to Stacey Chance, but he’s a good-hearted man.  He leans over to wrap me in a hug until I’ve cried myself out.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” he whispers again and again.
 
   “Thanks,” I say again once I’ve gotten myself under control.  With a sniffle I ask, “Can I use your phone?  I want to call my uncle.”
 
   “Not a problem.”  Al hands the phone to me.  It’s an old rotary model; I need three tries before I can get Jake’s cell phone number right.
 
   He answers on the first ring.  “Al?”
 
   “No, it’s me.”
 
   “Stacey?  What are you doing at Al’s?”
 
   “I needed him to take a bullet out of me.”
 
   “A bullet?  Jesus Christ!  How bad is it?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  It’s just a flesh wound.”
 
   “Thank God.  Do you have any idea how worried we all are?  That friend of yours—”
 
   “Grace?”
 
   “Yeah, her.  She called and said you disappeared.  Tess had me out beating the bushes.  Where have you been?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later.  Can you just come and pick me up?”
 
   “All right, but stay right there.  Got it?”
 
   “I couldn’t go anywhere if I wanted to,” I say with a yawn.  “I’d better go before I pass out.”
 
   “I’ll be there soon as I can.”
 
   “OK.”  I hang up the phone.  I’m sure Jake will be here in about ten minutes.  That should give me enough time to make another call.  My clumsy fingers need a couple more tries before I can get Grace’s number right.
 
   Like Jake, she answers on the first ring.  “Stacey?”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “Thank God!  Where are you?”
 
   “A friend’s house.”
 
   “A friend?  You mean Maddy?  Is that why you left?  You didn’t tell her, did you?”
 
   “No, not Maddy.  Someone else.”
 
   “Tell me where you are, Stace and I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Don’t worry, my uncle is coming to get me.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  I can hear Grace start to cry.  “I should have expected it.  You care about Maddy.  She’s your friend.”
 
   “She’s your girlfriend,” I say.
 
   “I know.  What a mess.”  Grace sniffles into the phone.  “Can’t I come over and talk to you in person?  We need to work this out.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  My uncle will be here soon.”
 
   “Stace, don’t you understand?  I love you.  Don’t you love me?”
 
   “Yes,” I say and mean it.  The pain of that hurts almost as much as the bullet wound.  “Maddy loves you too.  I don’t want to come between you two.”
 
   “Stace, please—”
 
   “No.  What we did was a mistake.  It can’t happen again.”
 
   “But we love each other.  We can’t just break it off.”  I hear Grace sob.  “God, I’ve been thinking about you all night.  After a couple of hours when you didn’t come back I started to freak out.  I thought you might be dead.  I didn’t want to lose you, not so soon.”
 
   “Grace, please—”
 
   “No, you have to hear this.  Stacey, you’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever met.  What happened tonight was so magical.  It was like nothing I ever experienced before.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “Then why are you trying to keep us apart?”
 
   “Because I love Madison—as a friend,” I say.  I tack on the last part before I can slip up and admit she’s my daughter.
 
   “We can figure out a way to break it to Maddy.  Please, Stace, I love you.  I want to be with you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say and heave a sigh into the receiver.  “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Grace.  I’m not who you think I am.  I’m not sweet or smart or any of that.  I’m a monster.”
 
   “I know you feel guilty Stace, so do I—”
 
   “It’s not that.  I’ve done some bad things.”  I stop, thinking of what I did to Blades, how I butchered him like a pig.  Then I remember what I did so I could get to him.  “I’ve done terrible things.  If you knew, you’d never want to see me again.”
 
   “That’s not true.  Whatever it is, no matter how bad it is, I’ll still love you.”
 
   “I killed a man.  Three men, really.”
 
   “I’m sure you had a good reason—”
 
   “I had reasons.  Maybe they weren’t so good.  I’ve whored myself out.  I’ve lied, I’ve stole, I’ve hurt everyone I care about.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  We can work through it.  I’ll help you.”
 
   From Grace’s voice I’m sure she does want to help me through the pain.  I’m tempted to let her try.  I think of the night we spent together, how perfect it was until I had to go.  I can see her as she welcomes me back; I fall into her arms—
 
   It’s no good.  I’ve hurt Madison so much already.  I was a lousy father to her.  I won’t hurt her anymore.  “I’m sorry, Grace.  I can’t see you anymore.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “My name isn’t Stacey,” I say.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My birth name was Steven.”
 
   “Stace, please, don’t joke.”
 
   “I’m not joking.  I was born a man.”
 
   “But you don’t look—”
 
   “I had a really good surgeon.  That’s why I ran away from home.  My parents didn’t want to have a daughter.”  I hate to lie to Grace like this, but it has to be this way.  I can’t come between her and Maddy.  The only way to make sure is to push Grace away, to horrify her so much she’ll never want to see me again.
 
   Grace whispers, “But I’ve been inside you.  I didn’t feel anything different.”
 
   “I told you I had a good surgeon.  It’s an experimental procedure.  They use this stuff called FY-1978 to alter my DNA.  I agreed to be a guinea pig and they did the operation for free.”
 
   “No way,” Grace says.  “That’s not possible.”
 
   “It is possible.  It’s from Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  There was a Dr. Nath there who came up with it.”
 
   “Why are you saying this?  I thought you loved me!”
 
   “That’s why I have to tell you.  You shouldn’t be with me.  Go back to Maddy.  She’s the one you deserve.  She’s everything you said about me, only for real.”
 
   Grace doesn’t say anything.  From the sound of her sobs, I don’t think she can muster any words at the moment.  The phone disconnects.  I put it down.  Then I hear footsteps pound upstairs, two sets of them.  Al with Jake, to take me home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 42
 
   Jake carries me downstairs and sets me on the backseat.  In the glow of a streetlamp he studies my wound.  “We should have a real doctor take care of it.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” I say.  “He got the bullet out.  The drug will take care of the rest.”
 
   Jake grunts and then closes the door on me.  I manage to ignore the pain as I prop myself up to see Jake and Al talking.  I wonder how much Al heard of my conversation with Grace?  Not too much, I hope.  When I think of Grace, I collapse onto the backseat with a sigh.
 
   Jake doesn’t say anything when he gets into the car.  Not for a couple of blocks.  Then he says, “There was a call on the radio.  Fire at a warehouse.  You’ll never guess who they pulled out of there.”
 
   “The Tall Man and Bruiser Malloy.”
 
   “Bingo.  Some Chinese guys too.  I suppose that’s your handiwork?”
 
   “I didn’t kill the Chinese guys.  Lex did.”
 
   “What’d he want with them?”
 
   “He was going to sell the formula for FY-1978 to them.  I planted a seed of doubt in their heads.  Lex decided to pull the plug on the deal—and them.”
 
   “Great.  So now what?”
 
   “He’s going to sell it back to Lennox.  It’s his only move.”
 
   “Wonderful.  So what’s our move?”
 
   “Talk to Palmer.  The higher-ups are going to want someone to verify what they’re getting.  Palmer is the best choice.  They’ll want her at the meet.  As soon as she knows, she can tell us.  We swoop in and finish Lex off.”
 
   “I swoop in and arrest Lex, you mean,” Jake says.
 
   “Jake—”
 
   “No.  No more fucking games.  You got to stop this Rambo shit.  Next time it’s not going to be your leg that gets shot.”
 
   “So what?  I’m already dead.  You delivered my eulogy, remember?”
 
   “Shit.  I thought that was you in the back row.”  Jake shakes his head and then lights a cigarette.  “I like the hair.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I bet you got it done at that department store upstate, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah.  You guys trace the card?”
 
   “Of course.  But you already knew that.  That’s why you doubled back here.  Where’ve you been staying?”
 
   “The Snowden.  I’ve still got some clothes there.  Really nice ones.”
 
   “Bought with blood money.”
 
   “Blades had it coming.”
 
   “You realize I could arrest you?  It might do you good to sit in the cooler for a few days.”
 
   “I didn’t want to kill him,” I whine.  “He would’ve talked.”
 
   “You sound like one of them.”
 
   “Well I’m not a cop anymore in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “You’re not a thug either.”
 
   “What was I supposed to do?  Sit around playing house with you and Tess?”
 
   “You should have let us handle it.”
 
   “You guys have done such a bang-up job.  I did more in a week than the whole department has done in twenty years.”
 
   “You really aren’t Steve anymore.  He would never talk like that.”
 
   I cup my breasts and give them a jiggle.  “Look what he did to me!  He ruined my life.  And you want me to go by the book?”
 
   “I know what he did was terrible, but you can’t let it change you inside.  You can’t let it make you a monster.”
 
   I think of what I told Grace.  “It’s too late for that.”
 
   ***
 
   Jake carries me into the house, which I’m grateful for.  Tess just about knocks both of us down.  “Oh my goodness!  What happened to you?”
 
   “I got shot,” I say.
 
   “Shot?  By whom?”
 
   “A mugger.”
 
   “What were you doing out by yourself at night?”
 
   “I—”
 
   Jake intervenes to save me.  “We can interrogate her later.  Right now she needs to get some rest.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Tess says.  She brushes hair away from my face.  “Everything will be all right, dear.  We’ll take good care of you.”
 
   “All right.  Here we go, kid,” Jake says.  He groans theatrically as he starts up the stairs.  “You’re lucky I don’t drop you on your head.  Not that it’d do any good.”
 
   “I’m sorry about what I said earlier,” I say.  “I shouldn’t have tried to go this alone.”
 
   “Well you don’t have to worry about that anymore.”  
 
   He’s careful when he sets me down on the bed.  He pulls the blankets up over me, just as gentle as Tess.  The way he looks at me, I’m sure he’d like to give me a kiss on the forehead like he used to do with Jenny.  Instead, he musses my hair.  “Try to get some rest.  I’ll call Palmer and let her know.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Before Jake can go, I call for him to stop.  “If Maddy calls, tell her I’m not here.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “I don’t want to see her right now,” I say.  I know I wouldn’t be able to hide the truth about Grace and I from her.
 
   He mulls this for a few moments.  Then he musses my hair again.  “All right, kid.  I’ll tell Tess to hold all calls.”
 
   “Thanks.”  By the time Jake reaches the door, I’m asleep.
 
   ***
 
   I’m asleep for twelve hours.  When I wake, my stomach rumbles to remind me I’ve missed breakfast and lunch.  When I sit up, pain courses through my leg.  I guess the FY-1978 hasn’t worked its magic yet.  Of course it might take a little while on something this serious.  My leg could hurt for days.
 
   I don’t want to get out of bed just yet.  Tess’s motherly instincts are still well-honed, though.  She turns on the light a couple minutes later.  When she does, I notice something I didn’t before I went to sleep:  Tess has redecorated the room.  Or rather she’s undecorated it.  All of Jenny’s posters are gone from the walls.  Her school ribbons and athletic trophies have disappeared.  Even her clothes have vanished from the closet.
 
   “You’re looking better,” Tess says.  She puts a hand on my forehead.  “Got some color in your cheeks.”
 
   “Oh, that’s good.”  I motion to the walls.  “What happened?”
 
   “That day you disappeared, I thought I would surprise you by putting Jennifer’s things away.  I was hoping to take you shopping for some new decorations.”
 
   More color returns to my cheeks as I blush.  “I messed that up, didn’t I?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “No, I should worry about it.  You’ve been so nice to me and I’ve been such a shit.”  Tess clucks her tongue and I apologize.  “When I came here I didn’t have anything but the clothes on my back.  You and Jake took me in, cleaned me up.  You helped me through…you know, my time of the month.”
 
   “I know, dear.  I was happy to do it.”
 
   “And then I took off without even saying thank you.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  You’re here now, that’s the important thing.”  Tess gives me a hug that only makes me feel worse.  It seems all I’ve done in the last twenty-four hours is make people’s lives miserable, especially my own.  “I bet you’re hungry.  I’ve got some lasagna in the fridge.  I can heat it up in a jiff.”
 
   “That sounds good.”  Before Tess can leave, I give her a hug.  “Thanks.”
 
   I lean back in bed after she’s gone.  Maybe this is where I belong, with Jake and Tess as my surrogate parents.  I could do as Dr. Palmer suggested and go back to school.  Get a college degree, maybe a nice job.  Then my own place, until I can find someone else, someone who isn’t involved with my daughter.
 
   With a sigh I shake my head.  Maybe later.  For now I need to rest and then figure out how to finish my business with Artie Luther.
 
   ***
 
   Jake brings in the TV from his bedroom for me to watch while I recuperate.  As I watch a rerun of Friends that’s new to me and eat a bowl of chocolate ice cream, Jake shows up with my luggage.  “Hey, kid,” he says.  “How you feeling?”
 
   “Better.”  I heft the ice cream spoon.  “Tess is fattening me up.”
 
   “You could use it.”  He drops the bags over by the closet.  “I got everything from the Snowden.  Paid the bill too.”
 
   “I’ll pay you back—”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”  He sits down at the end of the bed.  He pats the blankets where my left foot sticks out.  “I talked to Dr. Palmer.”
 
   “She in?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s in.  She’ll give us a call as soon as she hears something.”
 
   “Then we just have to hope Lex doesn’t find another buyer.”
 
   “I doubt he will.  Not on short notice.  And he’s going to have to do it quick.  He knows you got away.  Does he know who you are?”
 
   “No.  I just gave him my first name.”
 
   “Then he probably won’t be able to find you.  Might want to dye your hair again, just in case.  Maybe let Tess cut it even shorter.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  He won’t find me out here.”
 
   “Let’s hope not.  Anyway, he has to figure you’ll come to us about it.  Or you’ll try tracking him down on your own again.  Either way, with Blades, Tall Man, and Bruiser gone, he’s got to be running scared.  He’ll try to dump the goods first chance he gets.”
 
   “That sounds right.  Then we move in.”
 
   “We being the police.  No more Charles Bronson shit.”
 
   “I thought it was Rambo shit.”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll sit this one out.  Just be sure to get the formula back.  Dr. Palmer needs it if I’m ever going to be me again.”
 
   “She’ll get it,” he says.  He pats my foot again and then gets up.  He unzips my bags and takes out my expensive clothes.  “You have good taste.  I have to give you that.”
 
   “Thanks.  Maybe you should see if any of that would fit Tess.”
 
   “I don’t think this is her speed,” he says.  He holds up a silk teddy.  “Why the hell did you buy this?”
 
   “I got a little nuts.  Girl with a credit card, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why I’m glad Jenny never got one.”  He grimaces and then tosses the teddy away.  “I should let Tess put these away.  She knows how to take care of stuff like this.”
 
   “I can do it later.”
 
   “You just lie there and rest.  A bullet wound is nothing to sneeze at.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”  Jake leaves me to the TV again.  I can’t imagine all of these people being friends, not even in New York.  But it does make me think of my friends Maddy and Grace.  I wish I could call them, but I can’t.  Our series has been canceled.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 43
 
   Two days later, the bullet wound is gone, only a pink spot left behind.  Tess looks beneath the bandage and frowns.  “That’s very strange,” she says.  “It shouldn’t be healed for weeks.”
 
   “I told you I’m a quick healer,” I say, though I know it’s the FY-1978 at work again.
 
   That morning I’m able to get out of bed and use the bathroom for the first time in three days without crutches.  I can’t watch TV and stuff myself with ice cream all day.  Now I have to get back to work.
 
   That’s what I think until I hear Tess call from downstairs, “Stacey, breakfast is ready!”
 
   As usual it’s a balanced breakfast with eggs, toast, and oatmeal.  Tess has even cut pieces of bananas to form a smiley face in the oatmeal.  She pats me on the back.  “Dig in, sweetheart.”
 
   I take a cautious bite of the oatmeal.  I’ve never really liked the stuff.  I always thought it looks like someone ate a bowl of cereal and then spewed it back up.  Still, I know Tess’s feelings will be hurt if I don’t eat everything.  I’ve hurt her enough in the last week.
 
   I’ve eaten the eggs and toast and am halfway through the oatmeal when I hear someone tap on the patio door.  Through the glass, I hear Maddy’s voice call my name.  My first instinct is to dive beneath the table and hope she goes away.  Except then I’d have to explain to her and Tess why I’m so jittery.  So I smile and wave as Tess opens the door to let her in.
 
   Maddy doesn’t waste any time to give me a hug, which just about causes me to choke on my oatmeal.  “Mr. Madigan said you were here,” she says.  “He said a mugger shot you?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.  It was just a flesh wound.”  I wiggle my leg for her.  “See, no problem.”
 
   “That’s a relief.”  Maddy opens her purse.  She rummages around for a minute before she takes out an envelope.  “I got you a card.”
 
   “Do they make ‘Sorry You Got Shot’ cards?” I ask.
 
   Maddy stares a moment, still not used to my sense of humor.  Then she laughs uproariously.  “No, silly.  It’s just a ‘Get Well’ card.”
 
   I open it and see Snoopy with an ice pack on his head and a thermometer in his mouth.  Does Maddy think I’m seven years old?  I look inside and chuckle anyway.  “Thanks,” I say.  “This is really sweet.”
 
   There’s an awkward pause and then Maddy touches my hair.  “This looks really cute.  Maybe I’ll let mine grow out like that.  Then people will think we’re twins.”
 
   I force myself to laugh, but she’s right.  Now that our hair is the same color, there is a much stronger resemblance between us.  Too bad I can’t tell her the reason for that.
 
   Tess pats Maddy on the shoulder.  “I still have some oatmeal left if you’d like some.”
 
   “Oh, no, that’s fine,” Maddy says.  She was never a big oatmeal fan either.  “I already ate.”
 
   “Well at least let me get you a cup of coffee.  You look bushed.”  Tess is right; there are dark circles around Maddy’s eyes.  I thought it was makeup, but her eyes are puffy too.  Maybe she had grieved for her father all night.
 
   “That would be nice,” Maddy says.  While Tess goes into the kitchen for that, Maddy explains why she looks so tired.  “Grace kicked me out.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, she actually said she thought it’d be best if I stayed with Mom a little longer.  She’s almost done with her dissertation and she doesn’t need me distracting her.”
 
   “She said that?”
 
   “Yeah.”  Maddy’s eyes start to water.  “I mean, she actually went on with all this psychological mumbo jumbo.  Something about staying with Mom will help me focus on my grief and get closure or whatever.  It’s just her way of saying she doesn’t want me around crying on her shoulder while she’s working.”
 
   I take Maddy’s hand and give it a squeeze.  At the same time I feel a cold lump in my stomach that isn’t Tess’s balanced breakfast.  This is my fault.  Grace broke up with Maddy because of me.  I’ve come between them.  “I’m so sorry,” I say.
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   I want to tell her it is my fault.  I betrayed her when I fucked Grace.  I don’t say that.  If I do, Maddy will hate me—again.  I lost her once already; I don’t want to lose her again.  There has to be something I can do to make things right.  “Hey, I have an idea.  How about I go talk to her?”
 
   “You don’t have to do that.  I mean, you got shot—”
 
   “I’m fine now.  Like I said, it was just a flesh wound.  No big deal.”
 
   Maddy smiles.  “You sound like my dad.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Yeah.  When I fell off my bike and scraped my knee, he looked at it and said, ‘Stop crying.  It’s just a flesh wound.’”
 
   I remember that now.  Maddy was six years old.  It was her first time without the training wheels.  We were on the street in front of our house.  I gave her a push to get her started.  Then I let go so she could pedal on her own.  She made it about twenty feet before the bike toppled over.  She had on a helmet, but not any knee pads—something Debbie would complain about later—so the leg of her overalls tore open and blood oozed out.
 
   The second Maddy saw the blood she began to wail.  I scooped her up in my arms.  I ran her inside the house as fast as I could.  In the bathroom, I moistened a washcloth and used it to wipe at the wound.  It wasn’t too deep, but that doesn’t matter when you’re six years old.  “Don’t cry, sweetheart,” I said.  “It’s just a flesh wound.”
 
   “But it hurts!” she wailed.
 
   I kissed the scrape and tasted blood.  “How’s that?”
 
   Maddy sniffled.  Then she shouted, “I want Mommy!”  That pretty much sums up Maddy and I in a nutshell.
 
   “I’m guessing he wasn’t Father of the Year,” I say.
 
   Maddy smiles and then shrugs.  “I guess not.  But when I think about it now, he wasn’t so bad.  He was trying to make me feel better in his way.  Dad was from that old school, like John Wayne and Humphrey Bogart and all that.  He wasn’t real good at talking about feelings.”
 
   “That sucks,” I say, unable to think of anything else to say.  Even as a woman it’s still tough for me to talk about feelings.
 
   “Yeah, sometimes it did.  But when I thought about it the last couple of days, I realized he was doing what he thought was right.  He thought his job was to be strong for Mom and me.  That’s why he worked so hard, so he could protect us.”  Maddy wipes at her eyes.  “I wish I’d gotten a chance to tell him he didn’t need to do that.  All Mom and I wanted was for him to be around, you know?”
 
   I take her hand and give it a squeeze.  “Yeah, I know.”
 
   Tess returns with the coffee.  I wonder if it really took her this long or if she stood in the doorway for a while to give us some alone time.  “Here you go, dear,” she says.  She pats Maddy on the shoulder.  Then she gives me a glare of disapproval.  “Your breakfast is going to get cold, young lady.”
 
   “Sorry,” I say and dig in.
 
   Tess bustles off again.  After Tess is gone, Maddy giggles and says, “She really smothers you, doesn’t she?”
 
   “I guess.”  I smile a little.  “It’s nice.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”  I eat my oatmeal and Maddy sips at her coffee for a minute.  Then she asks, “Do you think I could stay here tonight?  Mom and I have worked out a lot of things, but after too long we start to get on each other’s nerves, you know?”
 
   As much as I’d like to spend the night with Maddy, there’s a chance tonight will be the night Lex tries to move the FY-1978 formula.  If it is, then I need to be at the meeting.  Still, when I see the hopeful look on her face, I know I can’t say no.  She’s already been dumped by Grace; if I turn her away too, it might destroy her.  “Sure,” I say.  “As long as Aunt Tess agrees.”
 
   “You leave that to me,” Maddy says with a sly grin.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 44
 
   I leave Maddy at the Kozee Koffee later so she can get her paycheck and talk with her manager about her schedule.  This gives me the chance to go over to Grace’s shop.  I just hope Grace is there and not at the library or somewhere else.
 
   The front door to the shop is open.  I don’t see her inside.  “Grace?  It’s Stacey.  Are you here?”
 
   She appears from the back room, a load of mismatched clothes still in her arms.  Her face brightens with a smile.  She dumps the clothes on the floor.  “Oh my God, there you are!  I thought you got shot?”
 
   “I’m feeling a lot better,” I say.
 
   She tries to hug me, but I put out a hand to stop her.  “What’s wrong?  If it’s about what you said before, don’t worry about it.  You were probably just hopped up on painkillers.”
 
   “That’s not it,” I say.  “How could you kick Maddy out?”
 
   “I didn’t kick her out.  We’re just taking a little break.  So we can get our heads right.”
 
   “Don’t bullshit me.  You’re breaking up with her.  Because of me.”
 
   “Not just because of you.”  Grace sighs and then continues, “I’m only twenty-seven—”
 
   “Twenty-nine.”
 
   “Fine, twenty-nine.  The point is I’m not an old woman yet.  I don’t want to get married.  Maybe Maddy and I aren’t trying on wedding dresses yet, but we’re like an old married couple.  There’s no secrets between us anymore.”
 
   “Until I came along.”
 
   “Well, yeah, until you came along.”  Grace tries to put an arm around me, but I push it away.  “It’s not your fault, Stace.  It was going to happen eventually.  You just gave us a push.”
 
   “No, that’s not true.  Maddy loves you.”
 
   “She does, but it’s like I said, Maddy is still a little kid.  Like any kid, she wants something safe and secure.”
 
   “And you’re too sophisticated for that?”
 
   “It’s not like that.”  Grace sighs.  “When Maddy and I met, I was a scared little kid too.  Mom had just died and I wasn’t sure what I was going to do and along came Maddy.  She was so effervescent, you know?”
 
   “No, I don’t know.”
 
   “She was so full of life.  She was young and sweet and inexperienced.”
 
   “She still is,” I snap.
 
   “Well, the first two,” Grace says and the father in me wants to punch her.  “The point is, we each had something the other wanted.  She wanted someone to take care of her and I needed someone to take care of.”
 
   “And now she doesn’t?”
 
   “Not as much, but I don’t want to take care of her anymore.”
 
   “You’d rather take care of me.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Don’t start talking like a shrink now.”
 
   “I’m not.”  She tries to touch me again and again I bat her hand away.  “Look, Stace, you’re a lot like Maddy was in some ways, but in other ways you’re not.  I mean, Maddy would never have emptied out the register and gone off on her own.”
 
   “You’re probably right about that.  Maddy isn’t that stupid,” I say and tap my leg for emphasis.
 
   “Maybe, but the point is, you don’t need me like she does.  You’re a lot stronger than she is.  I mean, you got shot a couple days ago and you’re walking around.  Maddy would still be in bed whimpering.”
 
   The father in me finally snaps.  I grab Grace by the throat and shove her back against the wall, out of sight of anyone who might pass by.  She tries to say something, but I choke the words from her the way Bruiser Malloy did to me in the warehouse.  I growl, “Don’t you ever talk about Maddy like that again or I’ll snap your fucking neck.  She’s a good girl.  She’s got a good heart.”  The kind of heart that can forgive even a shitty father like me, I add to myself.  “For whatever reason that heart loves you.  So you’re going to cut this bullshit and you’re going to make things up to her.  Got it?”
 
   Grace nods slightly.  Her face starts to turn purple around the edges.  I let her go and she sags to the floor.  She lies there for a couple of minutes.  When she’s recovered a little, she looks up at me and says, “You psycho!  What’s the matter with you?”
 
   I bend down so I can look her in the eye.  There’s still a part of me that loves Grace, but the much larger part of me loves Maddy far more.  “Maddy is staying with me at Jake and Tess Madigan’s tonight.  I want you to show up there about eleven-thirty.  Then you’re going to apologize to Maddy.  You’re going to say you were wrong and that you want her back.  You can’t live without her.”
 
   “You can’t make us stay together forever.”
 
   “No, just until she wises up and realizes what a shit you are.”  Out of spite I kick her in the ribs.  She grunts and gasps for air again.  “Consider that my resignation.”
 
   I’m tempted to light the store on fire on my way out, but I can’t.  That would probably burn down the apartment too and then Maddy wouldn’t have anywhere to go back to.  Maybe it’s stupid to get Maddy back together with someone who doesn’t really love her, but it’s all I can think to do right now.
 
   Maddy waits for me outside the Kozee Koffee.  “How did it go?” she asks.
 
   “I think we got everything out in the open,” I say.  I put a hand on her shoulder.  “Come on, let’s do a little shopping.  It’ll make us feel better.”
 
   I signal for a cab and soon we’re on our way out of the garment district.
 
   ***
 
   We end up on the south side, in a department store.  Maddy stops us at the perfume counter to try on a few fragrances.  With each one she holds her wrist out to me so I can sniff it.  “What do you think?” she asks.
 
   “It’s nice,” I say with each one.  They all seem about the same to me; maybe my nose hasn’t acclimated to being a woman yet.
 
   We stop at the jewelry counter next.  Maddy tries on a slim gold watch.  “Isn’t this nice?” she asks.
 
   “It is,” I say, though it clashes with the black Ramones T-shirt, ripped blue jeans, and combat boots she wears.  
 
   Then she points out a pair of diamond studs.  “I wish I could get something like that.”
 
   “To put in your nose?”
 
   She laughs until she realizes it wasn’t a joke.  “No, silly.  In my ears.”  It seems to me she has enough earrings already, but I don’t say anything.
 
   I start to see the pattern once she starts to pick out clothes.  They’re all plain and sensible:  button-down blouses, floral print skirts, and drab slacks, the kind of stuff Tess would wear.  She finds a salmon-colored suit and insists on trying it on.  When she comes out of the changing room, my jaw nearly drops to the floor.  For the first time I see my little girl as a grown woman, so long as I ignore the haircut and piercings.
 
   “You like it?” she asks.
 
   “It’s really…different,” I stammer.
 
   She touches her shorn hair.  “I know, it looks kind of weird with my hair and stuff.  But from the neck down, don’t I look like a real power broker?  Like a lawyer or CEO or something?”
 
   “Yeah, you do.”
 
   I wait for her to laugh and say that this is all a joke.  Instead she turns to the mirror and adjusts the knee-length skirt.  “I was thinking about going back to school.  I mean, I can’t work at the Krappy Koffee forever, can I?”
 
   “No, I guess not.”  I start to feel the same jealousy I’ve felt around Dr. Palmer.  Here my daughter looks so grown up and I’m still dressed like a kid.  Makes me wish I’d worn one of my expensive outfits.  “What are you going to major in?”
 
   “Well, at Daddy’s funeral I got thinking about how proud everyone was of him for being a cop, all his commendations and stuff.”
 
   “You want to be a cop?” I ask.  A cold lump forms in my stomach as I try to imagine my daughter going up against the likes of Artie Luther.
 
   “No!” she says in a way that makes me relieved, though a little sad she’s so adamant not to follow in my footsteps.  “But I was thinking I should go into something where I can help people too.  I thought maybe journalism.”
 
   “You want to be a reporter?”
 
   “I think so.  Not one of those dumb anchorwomen either, a real investigative reporter.”  She turns to me again.  “You can’t see it, can you?  Me as Lois Lane?”
 
   “It’s not that.  I didn’t know you liked that sort of thing.”
 
   “I know, you think I’m just some scatterbrained barista who writes bad poetry.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “It’s all right.  That’s what I have been since I dropped out of school.  But in high school I used to write for the paper.  I did a whole exposé on teachers fixing grades for the football team.  Didn’t make me very popular around school, but I felt really good about it.  Like I was doing something.  You know, making the world a better place.”  She looks down sadly at her boots.  “I don’t know what happened.  I guess I stopped caring.”
 
   I put a hand on her shoulder.  “I think you’ll be a great reporter.  I’ll buy out every newsstand in the city when you get on the front page.”
 
   “Thanks, but then no one else would be able to read it.”  We laugh at this.  Then Maddy turns back to the mirror.  “I guess I’d better go take it off before some salesgirl starts hassling me.  Do you think they have a layaway?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  I wish I could buy it for her, but my spending spree at Amos’s shop has used up most of the money I took from Blades.  “It’ll probably be on sale in a couple months.  Black Friday, you know?”
 
   “Yeah.  Maybe I should try to hide it until then.”  Maddy doesn’t go that far, but as we leave, I see her look back at the suit.
 
   We walk through the rest of the store without trying anything on.  As we pass an aisle full of pink Barbie doll boxes, Maddy asks, “What do you want to do?  You can’t work at Grace’s forever, can you?”
 
   “Actually I quit.”
 
   “You did?  Why?”
 
   “It wasn’t really for me.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense.  I don’t see you as a salesgirl.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “No.  I think you’re like me.  The do-gooder type.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that.”
 
   “Well come on, when I said Grace kicked me out, you volunteered right away to help.”
 
   “Sure, but you’re my…friend,” I say.  I almost make things awkward and say she’s my daughter.
 
   “You’re a good person.  Don’t try to deny it.”
 
   “You think I should be a reporter?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The only thing I’ve ever written are police reports and Captain Archer constantly harassed me for my poor spelling and grammar.  “I’m not sure that’s for me either.”
 
   Maddy motions to a couple of little girls squeezing the stuffed animals.  “How about a social worker?  You could help kids who had it rough like you did.”
 
   As a cop I met a few social workers.  Most of them seemed to have given up long ago.  I suppose Maddy’s kind of idealism is only for the young.  To let her down easy I say, “I’ll have to think about it.”
 
   “Sure, nobody’s saying you have to do anything today.  Maybe you just need to work as a barista for a couple of years first.”
 
   “Maybe I should dye my hair pink too, right?”
 
   “I think blue is more your color.”
 
   I smile as I remember Grace said the same thing.  Then I remember what happened after that.  But Maddy doesn’t kiss me.  She just gives me a friendly pat on the back and then we continue to explore the store.
 
   ***
 
   We have lunch at a deli about three blocks from Amos’s shop.  While Maddy nibbles on a pastrami sandwich, I get up to use the bathroom.  “I’ve got to powder my nose,” I say and give her a wink.  I hate to lie to her, but there’s no way I can tell her I need to go to a pawnshop to buy a gun.  After all her idealistic talk about helping people, I know she’d never accept her friend is a brutal vigilante.
 
   I hurry as fast as I can, given the number of people on the sidewalks.  It still takes about ten minutes to reach the pawnshop.  I stop at the door and catch my reflection in the glass.  I wonder if Amos will recognize me like this?
 
   He doesn’t recognize me, not at first.  “Can I help you, sweetheart?” he asks.
 
   “I want to buy a gun,” I say.
 
   He stares at me in my T-shirt and jeans; I look about fifteen years old.  “We can’t sell guns to minors, honey.  Come back when you’re eighteen.”
 
   “I am eighteen, dipshit,” I say.  “And that Uzi you sold me was a piece of shit.  Fucking thing jammed on the first clip.”
 
   He blinks as he matches my appearance with that of the spoiled rich kid who came in for assault weapons.  “That was you?”
 
   “Yeah, it was me.  Now I need something else.  Preferably something that won’t jam.”
 
   “Oh, well, let’s see what we can do.”
 
   He shows me his wares again.  It’s largely the same as last time.  I pick up the 9mm Beretta.  It probably won’t jam on me.  “This one,” I say.  “And give me three extra clips.”
 
   “All right.  If that’s what you want.  I have some other—”
 
   “No thanks.  Do you have a silencer for this?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “I’ll take that too.”
 
   I wander around the store while Amos tries to find the silencer I want.   My phone rings as I examine some knives.  I drop the phone when I hear Maddy’s voice.  How did she get my number?  Maybe Tess gave it to her.  
 
   I scoop up the phone and hear Maddy say my name.  “I’m here,” I stammer.
 
   “Where the hell are you?  And don’t say the bathroom because that’s where I am.  Why are you ditching me?”
 
   “I’m not ditching you.”
 
   “Then what would you call it?”
 
   Shit, I say to myself.  I’m such an idiot.  Maddy and I had just connected and I threw it away so I could buy a gun for my stupid vendetta.  No, it’s not just a vendetta.  It’s important.  I need the FY-1978 formula so Dr. Palmer can find a way to cure me, so I can be Maddy’s father again instead of her friend.
 
   “If you don’t want to hang out with me that’s fine, but just say so.  Don’t pretend like you’re my friend and then ditch me,” Maddy says.  Her voice becomes almost as menacing as mine when I threatened Grace.
 
   “I’m sorry, Maddy.  I—I wanted to surprise you.  Tonight.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I wanted to buy you something special.  For being such a good friend.”
 
   “Are you lying?”
 
   “No, I’m serious.  I couldn’t do it with you standing right there, could I?”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “Right, so just stay there and I’ll be back in a half hour or so.  All right?”
 
   “OK.”  Before she hangs up, she says, “And thanks.”
 
   I feel even shittier that I lied to her and got away with it.  I’m not much better at being her friend than I ever was as her father.  Maddy deserves better.  She deserves someone who will be true to her, to not lie and betray her.
 
   I walk past the jewelry case.  Something sparkles at me.  I turn and see a pair of diamond studs like those Maddy saw in the department store.  I’m still looking at them when Amos returns.  “I found it,” he says.  “Anything else I can help you with?”
 
   “Yeah, these earrings,” I say.
 
   “Those are nice.  They’re—”
 
   “How about we call them compensation for that busted Uzi, eh?”  He still has my gun, but I have a foot-long hunting knife in my hand and won’t hesitate to use it on someone as scummy as him.
 
   “Sure,” he says.  “Then we’ll be square, right?”
 
   “Right.”  As he takes the earrings out, I add, “Can you gift wrap those?  They’re for my daughter.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 45
 
   Jake gets home just as Maddy and I are setting the table for dinner.  I see him frown for a moment when he sees Maddy.  She waves to him and says, “Hi, Mr. Madigan!  I hope you don’t mind me staying over tonight.”
 
   “No, of course not,” he says.  I can see from the vein on his forehead that he does mind.  “Would you mind if I talk to Stacey in the study for a minute?”
 
   “No problem.”  Before I can leave, she elbows me gently in the ribs.  “Looks like you’re in trouble.”
 
   “It’s your fault,” I say and we giggle like a couple of schoolgirls.
 
   I follow Jake into the study, where he sits down with a weary sigh.  “What’s Maddy doing here?” he asks without preamble.
 
   “Her and Grace are having a rough time.  She asked if she could stay here tonight.  How could I say no?”
 
   “No.  See how easy that is?”
 
   “Don’t be a smart-ass.”
 
   “You know how creepy it is to see you two together?  And the way you were laughing together—”
 
   “Like a couple of schoolgirls?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, we are a couple of girls if you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “Now who’s being a smart-ass?”
 
   “Look, it freaks me out a little too, but I’ve never been this close to Maddy before.  Did you know she wants to be a reporter?”
 
   “She does?  Since when?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She told me today when we were shopping.  She thinks I should be a social worker.  Work with abused kids or something.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds up your alley.  They can tell you their problems and then you’ll go rough up their parents, right?”
 
   “I’m not a thug.”
 
   “That’s not what Amos says.  He called me up and said some girl was hassling him.  Pretty little thing in a blue T-shirt and jeans.  I wonder who that could be?”
 
   “Amos said I’m pretty?”
 
   “Not in so many words.  He called you a nice little cunt.”
 
   “That sounds more like him.”
 
   “What the hell are you up to now, Steve?  I thought we decided no more of this Dirty Harry bullshit?”
 
   “You said Charles Bronson bullshit.”
 
   “It’s the same fucking thing!”  He pounds the desk so I’ll know he’s serious.  The way he winces, he’s done more harm to himself than me or the desk.  “Whatever happens, you’re staying out of it.”
 
   “I just want to be prepared,” I say.  “If Lex figures out who I am, he might come after me—and anyone around me.”
 
   “Let me worry about my wife.”
 
   “And I’ll worry about my daughter.”
 
   “Do you know how silly it looks when you say that?  She’s older than you now for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “I know that.  But it doesn’t change anything.”
 
   He throws up his hands.  “Fine.  Go have your slumber party or whatever.  Maybe it’ll keep you out of my hair.”
 
   At that moment the phone on his desk rings.  He picks it up.  “Yeah?  You’re sure?”  Jake reaches out for a pad of paper.  He scribbles down a few notes.  It’s hard to read them upside-down, but I figure out he’s written down “Nath’s Lab” and “midnight.”  That can only mean Lex is ready to deal with Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  “OK, Doctor.  I’ll be there.  What?  No, she is going to stay put, no matter if I have to handcuff her to the bed.  Right.  Stay safe, Doctor.”
 
   “Nath’s lab, eh?  Lex is a sucker for irony, I guess.”
 
   “Symmetry is more like it,” Jake says.  He pushes the notepad back towards him.  “I suppose you already figured it all out.  They want the deal to go down in her old lab at midnight.  Dr. Palmer will be there to verify a copy of the formula.  If they try to screw Lex over, he’ll sell the original to the competition.”
 
   “Sounds like he’s learning.”
 
   “That was my thought.”
 
   “Are you really going to handcuff me to the bed?”
 
   “Will I need to?”
 
   I think for a moment.  I should put up a fight about it, but Jake will carry through with his threat.  “No.  I’ll stay here with the women folk.”
 
   “Good.  This is going to be tricky enough without some little hothead interfering.”
 
   Someone taps on the door.  “Jacob, Stacey, dinner is ready,” Tess says.
 
   “Well, I could eat,” I say.
 
   ***
 
   The only movies I ever watched with Maddy were Disney ones like The Little Mermaid and Beauty and the Beast.  I remember when she fell asleep in my arms on the couch.  Then I would carry her back to bed and tuck her in.  “G’night, Daddy,” she would whisper.
 
   It’s a little different this time.  For one thing we both wear nightgowns and lie on the floor of Jake’s living room.  For another, instead of a Disney movie we watch something called Twilight.  I’ve never heard of it before, but Maddy says it’s her favorite movie.  When did it replace Beauty and the Beast in her heart?  
 
   Maddy crunches down a handful of popcorn and then sighs.  “Do you think I could be as gorgeous as Kristen Stewart?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   She gestures to a pale brunette on the screen.  “I mean, if I let my hair grow out and stuff.  Don’t you think I’d be as cute as her?”
 
   I squirm a little at this question.  I remember what Jake said about how creepy my relationship with Maddy is.  Right now I have to agree with him.  “I suppose so.  You might have to stay out of the sun for a couple of months.”
 
   She slaps me on the arm and says, “Me-ow.  I didn’t know you were such a little bitch.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “I’m joking.”  She throws a handful of popcorn at me.  “Come on, loosen up.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  This is kind of new to me.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s been a while since I did something like this.  You know, just hang out with a friend, watching a movie and stuff.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   Maddy thinks about it for at least a minute.  “About five years.”
 
   “That long?”
 
   “Yeah, that long.  Believe it or not, I wasn’t that popular in high school.  I never really had many friends.  Not any I’d want to hang out with like this.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s too bad,” I say, though inside I feel a surge of pride that Maddy considers me a good enough friend to hang out with.  That or she’s just desperate to be away from her mother.
 
   “Jenny was always my best friend.  When we were real little we’d sleep over at each other’s houses all the time.  Then Mom and I moved into the city and I couldn’t see Jenny as much.  And then, Jenny, you know—”
 
   “I know,” I say.  I think back again to Jenny’s last days in the hospital.  I never saw Maddy at the hospital, which was probably Debbie’s doing.  “Tess said she was really nice.”
 
   “Yeah.  She was like my little sister.”  Maddy sighs and then gestures to the screen.  “Wouldn’t it be great if you could live forever?”
 
   “But then you’d have to drink blood and stuff.”
 
   “So?  I’ve drunk blood.”  She stares at me for a moment before she laughs.  “OK, it was Clamato juice at this Halloween party.  We were all decked out in black and with the little plastic fangs.  You should have seen what Grace was wearing.  She had on these fishnet stockings—”
 
   Maddy stops and sighs.  It seems we can’t shake the dark clouds hanging over us.  I look at the clock and see it’s eleven o’clock.  A half-hour until I told Grace to be here.  And an hour until Artie Luther will meet with Dr. Palmer.  
 
   I pat Maddy’s arm and say, “Grace will come to her senses.  She just needs some time.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want her to.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “If she’s going to be so flaky, then maybe I don’t want her around.  I got enough bullshit in my life, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe, but when you guys are together it’s like—”  I struggle to find words for how to phrase it.  “You two just seem so right for each other.”
 
   “Well obviously we’re not that right.  Not if she kicks me out when I need her the most.  I mean, my dad dies and all she can think about is herself and her stupid thesis.”
 
   When Maddy puts it like that, I wonder if I should have told Grace to come over here.  “That’s true, but maybe it was because your father died.  Maybe it reminded her of her mother dying.”
 
   “If that’s true then she should know how much it hurts.  She should know I need her support.”  Maddy shakes her head sadly.  “I thought she loved me.”
 
   “I’m sure she does.  It’s not always easy for people to express their feelings.  Look at my parents.  The only way they knew how to express their feelings was to get drunk and beat each other up—or beat me up.  Maybe Grace just doesn’t know how to express what she’s feeling.”
 
   Maddy stares at me for a moment.  “Wow,” she says.  “That’s really deep.  I think I was wrong.  You shouldn’t be a social worker; you should be a shrink.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s for me.  I’ve got a lot of my own baggage, you know?”
 
   “So does Grace.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   We don’t say anything for a little while; we silently munch on popcorn as we watch the movie.  It doesn’t seem like I’ve really helped Maddy get out of her funk.  If anything she’s spread her funk to me.  The movie is turned down low enough so I can hear something rattle against the window.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I’ll go check it out,” I say.  I pretend like I’m looking out the window, but I already know what’s going on.  I see Grace by the bushes.  I motion her towards the front door.
 
   “What’s going on?” Maddy asks.
 
   “I think it’s a cat,” I say.  It’s a stupid excuse, but the best I can think of.  I go over to the door and open it as quietly as possible so I don’t alert Tess.
 
   Before Grace can say anything, I put a finger to my lips.  Then I reach into a pocket of my nightgown for a little red box—the earrings I got from Amos.  “These are for Maddy,” I say.  “You’re so thoughtful, aren’t you?”
 
   Grace gives me a dirty look to indicate she’s doing this under duress.  I take her arm and lead her to the living room.  We just about run into Maddy, who’s saying, “Stacey, what’s—?”  She and Grace stare at each other.  “Grace?  What are you doing here?”
 
   Grace looks down at her feet.  “Stacey came to see me.  She convinced me what a selfish bitch I was being.  I’m sorry.”  I nudge Grace in the ribs, not hard enough for Maddy to notice.  “This is for you.  Stace said you’d like it.”
 
   Maddy looks from Grace to me as she takes the gift.  She rips the red paper off the box to reveal a gray velvet box underneath.  She opens this and her eyes go wide.  “Are these diamonds?”
 
   “Yep,” Grace says.
 
   “They’re beautiful.”  She gives Grace a long, passionate kiss.  Though at first Grace is unresponsive, she eventually gives in.  When they finish, Maddy leans over to kiss me on one cheek.  “Thanks, Stace.”
 
   “That’s what friends are for.”
 
   Maddy takes Grace by the hand to lead her into the living room.  They face each other on the couch and hold hands.  I listen at the doorway for a moment as they reaffirm their love.  Despite what she said earlier, I think Grace means it.  She just needed a good kick in the teeth to realize how much she loves Maddy.  And despite what Maddy said earlier, I think she just needed Grace to do something unselfish, even under duress.
 
   I slip upstairs to give them some privacy.  There’s no more time to play Cupid; I’ve got work to do.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 46
 
   Tess is the kind of organized woman who keeps a spare set of car keys on a pegboard in the kitchen.  I snatch the keys off the board and then sneak into the garage.  Tess is asleep upstairs; I poked my head in to make sure.  Maddy and Grace are making out on the couch, all difficulties resolved at least for the moment.
 
   I get behind the wheel of the station wagon and then set the shoebox Amos gave me on the passenger’s side.  The pistol is inside, along with the spare clips and silencer.  I figure I’ll keep them in the box until I get to Lennox Pharmaceuticals just to make it more comfortable when I drive.
 
   The clock on the dash says I have fifteen minutes to get to Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  I’ll have to drive like a NASCAR driver to make it.  But the station wagon is up to the challenge with its big V8 engine.  I roar out of the driveway and floor the accelerator as soon as I put it into drive.
 
   I don’t bother to stop or even slow down for stoplights or stop signs.  I’m lucky that in Jake’s neighborhood not many people walk their dogs at midnight.  There’s not much traffic either, so it’s easy to swerve around anyone who gets in my way.
 
   Once I’m into the city, the traffic gets heavier.  I see a line of cars up ahead.  I flash my high beams and hold down on my horn.  One stalwart car refuses to get out of my way.  I swerve onto the sidewalk and give him the finger as I race by.
 
   Someone else fancies himself a hero and tries to weave back and forth to keep me from getting by.  Lucky for me this brave soul drives a Hyundai Sonata.  I tap his rear bumper with the front bumper of the station wagon.  Just like in NASCAR, he careens off the road, into a shoe store that’s closed for the night.  I take a moment to look in the rearview mirror.  There’s no sign of a fire; he’ll probably be fine.
 
   I’m lucky no cops see me.  Maybe Jake cleared them away from the area so Lex wouldn’t be scared off.  It’s two minutes until midnight when I yank the wheel hard to the left, onto the maze of service drives that run around the waterfront.  There’s no traffic to speak of; I just have to be careful not to run into the forklifts and shipping containers left lying around for the night.
 
   I see the Lennox building ahead.  I’m sure Lex and his crew are already there.  Jake’s probably there too.  And Dr. Palmer and her associates.  I’m the late one to the party.  I turn off the headlights as I approach so they won’t see me.  No one fires at me as I skid to a stop beside the fence for the building.  
 
   I turn off the engine and then roll down the window to listen.  Silence.  I guess no one’s seen me.  That might make things easier.  I open the shoebox.  I haven’t ever used a silencer, but from the movies I know you’re supposed to screw it on.  This is easier said than done.  It takes a bit more torque than I expect to get the silencer on tight.  I check the ammo load and hope Amos didn’t screw me on this deal.
 
   Then I stuff the spare clips into the waistband of my black pants.  I open the door just enough to slide out.  I shut it as gently as possible; I don’t want to let anyone know I’m here.  Here we go.
 
   ***
 
   I follow the fence the way I did last time.  I’m svelte enough now that I could try to squeeze beneath it.  I think about it for a minute before I decide I’m not that svelte.  Instead, I go to the end of the fence.
 
   I’m glad I didn’t wear one of my expensive pairs of shoes, just an old pair of work boots, as I sink into the water.  Since I’ve lost about nine inches in height, the water comes up higher on me, up to my breasts.  That makes it harder to wade through.  The smell brings tears to my eyes and I start to wonder if I can really do this.  I run through what I’ve already done to Lex’s henchmen—and Grace earlier—and decide I’m tough enough to handle a little muddy water.
 
   With the water higher on me and my arms not as strong, it’s a bit more difficult to lever myself onto the pier.  I grunt as I free one leg from the water.  I swing it up onto the pier and then with another groan bring my other leg out to join it.  I take a few precious seconds to gather myself.
 
   I’m still on the pier when a flashlight blinds me.  I scramble to find the pistol, but I’m too late.  Someone grabs me by my ponytail and yanks my head back.  I squeal with pain.  Something cold and metal presses against my cheek.  A gun, no doubt.
 
   “I figured you’d be here,” Jake says.  He pushes me back onto the pier.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “Making sure Lex gets what’s coming to him,” I say.
 
   He blinds me again with the flashlight.  “Yeah, well, I’m no babysitter.”  
 
   I fumble around until I find the pistol.  Though most of my vision is just green blotches, I hold the pistol up to where I think Jake is.  “Not many little kids have one of these.”
 
   “Right,” Jake says.  He takes my arm.  “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   “I’m not leaving.”
 
   “I didn’t say that, did I?  You just stay behind me.  If something happens to you, Tess is going to cut off my balls.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem like the type for that.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   I shiver at the image this brings up.  “Let’s get moving,” I say.
 
   ***
 
   I follow Jake along the edge of the water.  Lex doesn’t have any guards posted here, nor does Lennox.  We stay low to the ground anyway, to minimize our profiles.  I hear Jake grumble under his breath about his back, not to mention the annoyance of having some punk kid with him.
 
   “You can stay out here if you want,” I whisper.  “I can handle him.”
 
   “I’ve seen how you handle things,” he says.  “We’re going to do this the smart way for once.”
 
   He stops at the edge of the building.  Like the warehouse farther along the waterfront, there’s a ladder that runs up the side of the building.  A fire escape maybe.  Jake ignores the old adage of ladies first and starts up.  He continues to grumble as he climbs.
 
   “How’d you know this was here?” I ask.
 
   “I’ve been here for three hours,” he says.  “I had plenty of time to scope the place out.”
 
   This I know is another jab at my tendency to rush into things.  If I had called Jake the night of the robbery maybe we would have put an end to Luther then and I wouldn’t be wearing a bra and panties right now.  Then again, we might both be dead.  Who can say for sure?
 
   The ladder ends at a metal door.  As I suspected, there’s a sign to indicate it’s a fire exit.  Thank God for OSHA.  From my position beneath the door, I watch Jake take out his knife to slice through some wiring.  “You scope that out too?” I ask.
 
   “No.  Just common sense that a fire door has a fire alarm.”
 
   My cheeks turn warm at this.  I really have gotten soft.  I hope we end this tonight, before I don’t have any cop instincts left.
 
   Jake opens the door.  No alarms go off.  Jake peeks his head over the edge, just enough to see down the hallway.  When he’s sure it’s safe, he climbs inside.  He holds the door open for me like a proper gentleman.
 
   “Where are we?” I ask.
 
   “Third floor, I think,” he says.
 
   “You don’t know?  I thought you scoped it out?”
 
   “Smart-ass,” he grumbles.  He takes his pistol from its holster and then flattens himself against the wall.  I do the same and then edge down the corridor in time with him.  At the corner, he stops and then winds his pistol around, followed by his head.  Again, once he’s determined it’s safe, he motions for me to follow.
 
   When we walk past Dr. Nath’s office, I realize Jake is right; we’re on the third floor.  Dr. Nath’s lab is two floors up.  We start up the stairs.  There’s no one on the fourth floor stairs.  But halfway up to the fifth floor, Jake motions for me to stop.  We hear a rough Eastern European voice grumble above us, no doubt someone on Luther’s payroll.
 
   We head back down to the fourth floor.  “What’s the play?” I ask.
 
   Jake thinks about it for a minute and rubs his chin.  “I got an idea, so long as you’re not opposed to humiliating yourself a little.”
 
   “If it means getting Lex I’ll get on all fours and squeal like a pig.”
 
   “You might have to before we’re done.”  Then he tells me the plan.
 
   ***
 
   I creep up the stairs to listen for any noises.  About halfway up, I hear a rough Eastern European voice again.  A hiss of static accompanies it.  Probably telling Lex no one is here.
 
   Jake might pat himself on the back for his cunning, but his plan is really the one I used on the Tall Man.  Before I reach the landing, I work up some tears.  
 
   I come around the corner, onto the landing.  There’s a guard almost as big as Bruiser Malloy up there.  He’s got a flak vest on, but his bald head is uncovered.  When he sees me, he says in English, “Who you?”
 
   “Have you seen my mommy?” I whine.  “She was working late and I fell asleep and now she’s gone.”  The story doesn’t make sense, but he probably understands only every other word.  The point is that I focus his attention on me.
 
   The silencer is as good as advertised.  I hear a faint hiss of air and then a slug appears in the guard’s head.  He pitches forward; I run up the stairs to grab him before he can tumble down, which would make a hell of a lot of noise.  He’s too heavy for me to stop, but I manage to cushion his fall a little.
 
   I don’t wait for Jake to get up here; I open the door a crack and then peek out.  There’s no one in this part of the corridor.  They’re probably closer to the meeting place.  I feel Jake tap me on the shoulder.  He presses my pistol into my hand.  “Nice weapon,” he says.
 
   “Yeah, Amos was due.”
 
   I open the door wider, so Jake can slip out.  He motions for me to follow.  We do the same shuffle along the corridor, down to the turn.  I can hear voices nearby.  More Eastern European ones of Lex’s hired muscle.  They’re coming from the right.
 
   I don’t wait for Jake here either.  I throw myself against the opposite side of the corridor and then spin around.  There are two more guards down the corridor; they jabber to each other in Russian or Albanian or whatever it is.  Even with the silencer the Beretta packs a wallop.  It bucks in my hand and threatens to slip out.  I steady my grip as they take their machine guns off their shoulders.  It’s a Wild West showdown.
 
   I win the draw.  I put one bullet in the throat of a guard.  My second shot hits the other guard in the left eye.  He has just enough time to scream before I put another bullet in his head.  Pretty good shooting for me, but not good enough for Jake.
 
   “You idiot,” he hisses.  “They probably heard that.”
 
   “Maybe—” I start to say until I hear footsteps rushing down the hallway.  I barely have time to get the pistol back up before the three guards come around the corner.  These ones aren’t nearly so casual.  They have their weapons on their hips, ready for business.
 
   I fire without aiming.  By some miracle the shot hits one guard in his gun arm.  The weapon falls to the floor and fires a shot into the ceiling.  Since any attempt at subtlety is screwed now, Jake opens up with his .45.  He bullseyes one guard in the head.  The other we hit at the same time:  me in the right thigh and Jake in the throat.
 
   The one I winged in the arm reaches with his good hand for a pistol.  Jake calmly puts a bullet in the man’s face.  This battle is over.  We wait a moment and listen.  There aren’t any more footsteps.  Did Lex only bring a half-dozen?
 
   We hurry around the corner; Jake goes in double-time now that our cover is blown.  I recognize this corridor from the last time.  Dr. Nath’s lab is just ahead.  There’s no one to welcome us.  I don’t hear any voices either.  Did Lex already bug out?  Did we miss him?
 
   No.  Jake scurries across the doorway; a shot accompanies him.  The bullet hits the wall.  I take the closer side of the door.  I peer around the corner—
 
   Lex faces the doorway.  Just like before he has his gun pressed against a woman’s temple.
 
   This time it’s Dr. Palmer.  “Throw your guns down or I kill the girl,” he says.  Dr. Palmer gives him the same look to indicate she doesn’t like to be called a girl.
 
   I hear a man’s voice from inside the room say, “You kill her and the deal’s off.”
 
   “Is that so?” Lex says but doesn’t turn.  “I doubt that.  I’m the only one with the formula.  You can always get another scientist.”
 
   “Give it up, Luther,” Jake says.  “The only ways out of here are in handcuffs or a body bag.  It’s your choice.”
 
   “Then it appears we have a standoff,” Lex says.  Then he does something odd:  he bobs his head.  It’s just a slight movement, more like a twitch—
 
   There’s the boom of a pistol.  This time when I’m shot, it’s not like a bee sting; it’s like someone ran a railroad spike through my left thigh.  I drop to the floor, but manage to keep hold of my pistol.
 
   Jake stands over me, his gun pointed at my head.  “Sorry, kid.  It’s past your bedtime.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 47
 
   I look up at Jake with disbelief.  I study his face, to see if there’s some kind of ruse at work here.  There’s a secret language partners develop over twenty-five years.  Just a twitch of the cheek or the blink of an eye can communicate volumes.
 
   There’s nothing written on Jake’s face.  He just looks hopelessly sad and suddenly a lot older.  “Why?” I say.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice.  Jenny’s treatments cost hundreds of thousands of dollars.  We were going to lose everything.”
 
   “So you took a bribe.”
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   “And what did you do to earn it?”
 
   “What anyone in his employ does.  I made sure we busted the guys he wanted busted.  I tipped him off on any raids.”
 
   “And you played me for a sap.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Steve.  I knew you wouldn’t go along with it.  You’d already lost everything after Debbie divorced you.  You didn’t have any reason to go bad.”
 
   “But you did.”
 
   “Don’t act so high and mighty.  If it had been Maddy, you would have done the same thing as me.”
 
   “I would never have taken money from a shithead like Artie Luther.”
 
   Jake gives me a nasty smile.  “You think your hands are clean?  You butchered Bobby Blades like a fucking hog.  Then you stole his money and credit cards to treat yourself to a little vacation.”
 
   “You think that’s the same thing?  Blades was dirtier than a convention of hobos.”
 
   “I did what I had to do to save my daughter!”  I wait for him to pull the trigger, but he doesn’t.  With his free hand he rips the Beretta out of my hand.  He stuffs it into his pants.  Then he motions to me with his gun.  “Go on and get up, cupcake.”
 
   I do as he says.  I don’t have any choice now.  Maybe I could have tried to shoot him, but Jake is my partner.  Was my partner.  Now he’s just another of Lex’s thugs.  Unbidden, tears come to my eyes.  “You knew about the robbery,” I say.  “You knew and you didn’t say anything.  You let him do this to me!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Steve.  I thought you would be too shit-faced at Squiggy’s to interfere.  I didn’t know that fucking Worm would show up there.”
 
   “Now you’re going to let him keep me like this.”
 
   “Stop being so fucking dramatic.”  He shoves me into the lab.  I stumble and land at Dr. Palmer’s feet.  Now that he’s safe, Lex has let her go.  She takes me into her arms to press me close to her and stroke my hair.  Jake motions to me with the gun.  “Stop bawling, kid.  Lennox is still going to get the formula.  Palmer can still use it to try to find a way to make you normal again.  The only difference is that Lex goes free.  You can either accept that or end up in the harbor again.”
 
   “You son of a bitch!” I shout at him.  There’s nothing I can do though but sob in Dr. Palmer’s arms like a child.  Through my tears I watch as an older white man—the one I heard earlier—hands Lex a briefcase.  Lex opens it to verify his payment.  Then he takes out the silver case from his jacket.
 
   “Here you are, Dr. Lennox, as promised.”
 
   “And you don’t have any more copies of the formula?”
 
   “Of course I do.  Should you try to cross me, I’ll send them to all of your competitors.”  Lex motions to Jake.  “Not that it matters.  As you can see, I already own the police.”
 
   He snaps the briefcase shut and then tosses Lennox a mock salute.  “Now, to attend to one final loose end.”  Lex yanks me out of Dr. Palmer’s arms.  She looks ready to leap after him, but Jake aims his pistol at her head.  Lex drags me through the doorway by the arm.  I could try to resist, but there’s no point, not with Jake behind him, his pistol at the ready.
 
   As we start down the stairs, Lex looks down at me.  He smiles and asks, “Tell me, darling, can you swim?”
 
   ***
 
   Soon I’ll go full circle.  I lie on the rotten dock with Lex and his new pal Jake over me.  Lex grins evilly again.  “She’s your partner.  I’ll let you dispose of her,” he says to Jake.
 
   “You said you weren’t going to kill her.”
 
   Lex reaches down to pinch my cheek and then pat it.  “We can’t leave our sweet little detective alive.  She’d find a way to finish what she started eventually.  Wouldn’t you, sweetheart?”
 
   “Go fuck yourself.”
 
   He hits me across the face with the butt of his pistol.  I keep the tears at bay; they’ll only amuse a scumbag like Lex.  I won’t give him the satisfaction of crying, not anymore.  “Such language for a young girl.”
 
   “I’m eighteen, asshole.”
 
   “Not for much longer.”  Lex stands back; he motions to Jake.  “Dispose of her.”
 
   Jake stares at me for a moment.  There’s nothing in that look but sadness.  Then he puts his pistol away.  He picks up a cinder block that lies near the base of the dock.  He wraps a length of rope around the block.  It’ll be more than enough to anchor me to the bottom of the harbor. 
 
   “You son of a bitch!” I shout again.  I spit in Jake’s face.  He raises one hand as if to slap me, but he doesn’t.
 
   “Sorry, kid,” he says instead.  When he turns his back to Lex, I finally get the look I’ve hoped for.  It’s nothing much, just a glance down.  But after so many years as partners, I know what he means.
 
   He wraps the rope around my right leg and starts to tie it.  It might not be the sturdiest bond, but it only needs to last a few minutes, until I’ve drowned.  “It didn’t have to be this way,” he says.  “You should have just stuck to your dollies.”
 
   “You saw what he did to me!  I couldn’t let him get away with it.”
 
   “But I got away anyway,” Lex says, never one to miss a chance to gloat.  “Any last requests?”
 
   “I already made it:  go fuck yourself.”
 
   “Very well then.  Off you go.”  He gives me the same mock salute as Dr. Lennox.  Jake scoops me up in his arms and uses one hand to secure me to his chest and the other to hold the weight that will seal my fate.
 
   “Goodnight, sweetheart,” he says and then tosses me in.
 
   ***
 
   This time I’m awake and in my body as I sink to the bottom of the harbor.  I do what I can to take a breath before I hit the water.  I won’t have a lot of time to get out of this.
 
   That look Jake gave me?  It meant he didn’t tighten the rope to my leg.  That was why he kept hold of the weight, so Lex wouldn’t see how loose it is on my ankle.  It’s tight enough that I’m still sinking, but it should be loose enough for me to shake out of it.
 
   I can’t do that right away.  Lex has to think I’m at the bottom of the harbor.  He’ll watch for me, at least for a couple of minutes.  If I pop right up to the surface, he’ll put a couple of bullets in me to make sure.  He should have to start with, but he must have figured it’d be more fun to drown me.  That way I struggle and gasp desperately for air to prolong my suffering.  After what a pain in the ass I’ve been, I can’t blame him.
 
   The harbor isn’t deep enough here for the descent to take very long.  About a minute by my reckoning.  My lungs start to burn and I can see spots in my vision.  The anchor hits the bottom first.  The impact isn’t enough to spring me.  I shake my leg frantically and ignore the pain from where Jake shot me.
 
   I start to panic.  In that panic I open my mouth to scream.  Now I don’t have any air left.  Shit.  My vision darkens.  I think of Maddy.  She’s lost me as Steve and now she’ll lose me as Stacey.  At least she and Grace made up.  They’re such a good couple, whether Grace appreciates that or not.  Maybe she’s a lesbian, but my daughter will have a much happier marriage than I ever did.
 
   I’m still shaking my leg as I think my goodbyes.  As I regret that I’ll never get to see my grandchildren, the rope slips off my ankle.  I start to swim; my arms and legs flail faster than they ever have before.  My vision continues to dim.  I’m not going to make it—
 
   I pop up beneath the pier.  I’m tempted to suck in air with loud gasps, but I resist that urge.  I take smaller gulps, just enough to keep me going.  My vision is clear enough that I can see two sets of feet above me.
 
   “That should do it,” Lex says.  “It’s too bad.  She was a pretty little thing.  Deadly too.  It’s a rare combination in a woman.”
 
   “That’s my partner you’re talking about.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”  I hear the telltale click of a pistol being cocked.  “But don’t worry, you’re going to join her soon enough.”
 
   “What?  I did what you wanted—”
 
   “I know, but as they say in the spy movies, you know too much.”
 
   “Who am I going to tell?  You already own the police.”
 
   “It doesn’t pay to take chances.”  
 
   I don’t have time for anything fancy.  From the click of the gun I drift over to the edge of the pier.  With Lex’s last words, I’m in position.  I reach over and grab his leg with both hands.  In my old body I could have tossed him into the water, but as a girl all I can do is stagger him.  
 
   That’s enough.  His shot goes over Jake’s head.  Jake’s shot goes into Lex’s head.  I watch from the water as blood trickles down Artie Luther’s big, bald head.  He looks at Jake in disbelief for a moment.  Then he totters for a few seconds before he splashes into the water.
 
   With his last spiteful ounce of strength, he seizes me by the hair.  He’s a lot heavier than any cement anchor.  Once again I’m being pulled down into the harbor.  I ignore the pain in my scalp and kick at him with my right leg.  His eyes glare at me and his mouth is locked in a feral snarl.  If he’s going to die, he’s going to take me with him.
 
   There’s still enough life in him that when my foot hits him between the legs, he lets go of my hair.  Again I paddle for all it’s worth, away from Lex as he sinks to the bottom.  Unlike his many victims he’ll probably surface again later, but I don’t care.  All that matters is he’s dead.
 
   Jake seizes my wrist as I break through the water.  He swings me onto the pier, where I flop around like a fish for a moment; I suck in air for the second time in five minutes.  He slaps at my back to try in some vague way to help me.
 
   “Stop it,” I snap at him.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   I roll into a sitting position.  I fumble with the elastic band that ties back my wet hair and then shake it out.  I smooth a soggy tress away from my face.  “You son of a bitch.”
 
   I hear the click of a pistol again.  I look up, but Jake doesn’t have it pointed at me—it’s pointed at his own temple.  “I’m sorry, Steve.  I never wanted this.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I won’t go to prison.  They’d eat me alive.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment.  Part of me wants him to pull the trigger.  It’s his fault I’m stuck as an eighteen-year-old girl.  He helped Lex set up the Lennox robbery.  He played me for years, to help his benefactor.
 
   The other part of me—the larger part—sees my best friend.  I see the friend who helped me after Debbie left me and took Maddy with her.  I see the partner who saved my ass numerous times, not just from bullets or knives, but also from inquiry hearings and Internal Affairs.  He stuck up for me when I needed him to, covered for me when I crossed the line.
 
   “You won’t go to prison.”
 
   “I have to, Steve.  We can’t cover this up.”
 
   “Why not?  Lex is dead.”
 
   “Palmer and Lennox—”
 
   “They aren’t going to talk.  Then they’d have to reveal how they bought their formula back from a known criminal.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I won’t say anything.  It’ll be just like the Mackenzie case.”  I reach out to pat him on the knee.  “You killed the most wanted man in the city.  You’re a hero.”
 
   “I’m a fucking traitor.”  He presses the gun tighter to his head.  “I don’t want to live with it anymore.  I’m tired of the guilt.”
 
   “Don’t do it, Jake.  Think of Tess.  She loves you.”
 
   “She hates me.  It should have been me who died, not Jenny.  That’s what she thinks.”
 
   “No she doesn’t.  If she blames anyone, she blames herself.  Instead of blaming yourselves, you two need to just sit down and talk it out.  Get a fucking therapist.”
 
   Jake smiles slightly, which I consider progress.  “What about you?  How am I supposed to go on, knowing what I did to you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I say.  “You were right back there.  If it had been Maddy, I would have taken the money from Luther.  I would have done anything to try to save her, just like you did.”
 
   “You’re just saying that.  The great Steve Fischer would never go bad.”
 
   “You said it yourself:  I got plenty of blood on my hands.  All those people I killed.”  I can’t stop myself from crying now.
 
   And that turns out to be a good thing.  Jake’s fatherly instincts take over.  He puts down the gun and wraps me in his arms.  “It’s not your fault.  It’s my fault.  All of it.  Any blood on your hands is mine.  You understand?”
 
   “Don’t kill yourself, Jake.  I need you.  Tess needs you.  We’ve both lost enough.  We can’t lose anything else.  Understand?”
 
   He strokes my hair and whispers, “I understand.”
 
   After a while, he picks me up to carry me home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
   I turn in the mirror and see the gold sparkle in my earlobe.  I touch the gold stud and wince.  “Is it going to keep hurting like that?” I ask.
 
   “It’ll be fine in a few hours,” the middle-aged woman who put the holes in my ears says.  She gives me some instructions on how to care for my newly pierced ears.  Just in case I forget, she gives me a sheet of paper.
 
   Maddy is the first to pat me on the back.  “They look great,” she says.
 
   “So do yours,” I say.  I gesture to the diamond studs in her ears.  She’s gotten rid of the others.  For the first time in who knows how long, her hair is back to its natural brown.  Over the last three weeks it’s grown out a little, so it doesn’t look as patchy.
 
   “Our little girl is growing up,” Grace says.  She gives me a hug to congratulate me.  It’s not a lover’s hug, just a friend’s hug.  That’s all we are now, friends.
 
   We hashed out our differences a few days after Grace and Maddy’s reconciliation.  Grace called me up and thanked me for helping her see the error of her ways.  She invited me to come back to work at the shop.  Without any other job offers, I agreed on one condition:  from now on we’re only friends.
 
   Sometimes, like when Grace hugs me, I still think of our night together.  At times like that, I force myself to remember Maddy.  She comes first in my life from now on, even before the woman I love.  Our hug ends much quicker than that selfish part of me that remembers Grace’s love would like.  
 
   Maybe it’s not a big deal to get my ears pierced—there are babies with pierced ears these days—but it feels like one to me.  It’s another threshold I’ve crossed on my way to womanhood.  A month ago that prospect would have scared the shit out of me, but with every day it seems less scary.
 
   “Now, when are you going to get your first tattoo?” Maddy asks.  “I think you should get a little butterfly on your chest.  Something simple to start with.”
 
   “Not for a couple of weeks,” I say.  “One thing at a time.”
 
   “Aw, don’t be a baby,” Maddy says.  “I know a great place.  They do real good work.”  She lifts up the hem of her shirt so I can see the Chinese character on her back.  “That didn’t even hurt.”
 
   Grace gives Maddy that old look to signal she’s crossed the line.  “We can’t force Stace to get one if she doesn’t want it.”
 
   “Spoilsport,” Maddy says.  She pouts as long as it takes us to go through the front doors of the nearest clothes store.  Then she’s got all sorts of things she wants me to try on:  blouses, pants, skirts.  I politely decline most of her suggestions.
 
   What I don’t want, Maddy takes for herself.  We go into changing rooms next to each other, where Maddy talks through the wall.  “I think I like the pink one better.  Do you think the pink one is better?”
 
   “They’re both fine,” I say.  I mean it too.  I think Maddy looks good in any color.
 
   I try on a dark purple blouse.  Maybe pink would look good on me, but I’m not ready to go there yet.  Purple seems like a good place to start in that direction.  I turn in the mirror and put a hand on my stomach.  I’ve gained ten pounds since I moved back in with Tess.  A couple more months and I’ll be fat.
 
   I snort at this.  I’m definitely becoming a woman.  “Something wrong?” Maddy asks.
 
   “No, nothing’s wrong.  Everything’s fine.”
 
   ***
 
   We get lunch in the food court.  We don’t usually come out here to the mall, but this is a special occasion.  Maddy and I are going back to school.  Different schools.  Maddy’s going to the state university to work on her journalism degree.  I’m going to community college to decide whether college is what I want.  If it is, then I can transfer to a four-year school later.
 
   “We’re going to be the best-dressed kids on campus,” Maddy says.  Her enthusiasm is infectious; Grace and I smile in time with her.
 
   “I don’t think that’s hard at community college,” I say.
 
   “Don’t start running yourself down,” Maddy says.  “A lot of people have started with community college and gone on to something big.”
 
   “Name one,” I say.
 
   She waves the question away.  “You need to think positively.  This is a chance to find yourself.”
 
   “She’s right,” Grace says.  “You got to learn to walk before you can run.”
 
   “I guess so,” I say.  I know they’re right.  I need to find some direction in my life.  Grace’s shop isn’t much of a career.  The way things have been going, she’ll probably shut it down in a few months when she’s finished with her dissertation.  Then I’ll be on my ass with no money and no prospects.  I pat Maddy’s hand.  “I wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t for you.  Thanks for giving me the push.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetie,” she says.  I feel funny when she kisses me on the cheek.  It’s not the way she used to when she was little.  That was a loving kiss; this is just a kiss between good friends.
 
   The phone in my purse rings.  I fumble around until I find it.  “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, Stacey,” Dr. Palmer says.
 
   “Hi.”  I put one hand to my ear to filter out some of the noise from the food court.  “I didn’t expect to hear from you for a while.”
 
   Maddy and Grace look at me.  I signal it’s OK.  Then I get up.  I hurry outside, to stand opposite a couple of smokers by the front doors.  “Does this mean you have good news?”
 
   “Not as good as I’d like,” Dr. Palmer says.  “I’ve looked over the formula Luther gave us and Dr. Nath’s notes.”
 
   “They’re good?”
 
   “The formula matches what we took from your blood.  It’s definitely FY-1978.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
 
   “It is.  And Dr. Nath’s notes seem to be legitimate.”
 
   “Are they helpful?”
 
   “They should be.  Gita was nothing if not thorough.  A lot of what she did, she documented in these files.”  Dr. Palmer sighs.  “Maybe she knew they were coming after her.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say.  “Maybe she’s just thorough, like you said.”
 
   The doctor sighs again.  “Anyway, I think we’ll have our first batch ready to test in a couple of months.”
 
   “That’s great.  Isn’t it?”  When it comes to this biology stuff I still don’t understand most of what Dr. Palmer says.  I figure I’ll take a couple of college classes in that area.
 
   “Yes.  But there’s still a long way to go before we can try it on humans.  Years of testing on animals.”
 
   It’s my turn to sigh.  Though I’ve been a woman for a month now, I still check the mirror every morning to make sure there’s no change.  I’ll have to do that for years to come.  “I guess we already knew that, didn’t we?”
 
   “Right, but look on the bright side:  it shouldn’t take us as long now.”
 
   “Fifteen years instead of twenty?”
 
   “Maybe.  Don’t lose hope, Stacey.  We can beat this thing.”
 
   “I know.”  I smile a little and think of how many times the doctors said that to Jenny.  She did beat it for three years, but eventually the disease won.  Maybe that’s how this will be.  Maybe by the time Dr. Palmer finds a cure there won’t be anything left to cure.
 
   Then I look inside.  Through the doors of the mall I can see Maddy and Grace at our table.  Maddy sees me and waves.  I wave back to her.  Things could be a lot worse.  This isn’t the end for me; it’s a new beginning.  Like Dr. Palmer said, it’s a chance to start over again.  Maybe this time I’ll get it right.
 
   “Thanks for letting me know, Doctor,” I say.  “And good luck.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   I hang up the phone.  Then I go inside to rejoin my friends.
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Chapter 1
 
   I take one last look in the mirror.  For a moment I don’t recognize myself.  Earlier that day I spent a hundred fifty bucks (with tip) at the beauty parlor for the stylist to give me a perm and dye it red.  Neither was my idea; I let Maddy choose my new look for me.  She had run a hand through my straight brown hair and said, “It’s so boring like this.  You need some flair.”
 
   I could have pointed out how straight and brown her hair had become in the last year, but she would have countered she was already taken.  So I kept my mouth shut and let my daughter talk the stylist into the perm and red hair.  Not a carrot-orange red or rusty chestnut red, but a deep burgundy, like a glass of red wine.  When I asked Maddy why that color, she said, “Red is so passionate and it goes really well with your natural skin tone.”  That was a nice way to say I’m as white as a ghost.  
 
   I touch the wavy red hair now and wonder if it really does give me some flair.  It certainly is different.  So are the clothes.  I wear a short black jacket, short black skirt, white blouse, and tall black boots, all designer labels.  Those weren’t Maddy’s idea.  I bought them about a year ago with the credit card of a dead man.  The outfit is gorgeous, fit for a movie star, a far cry from the faded T-shirts and torn jeans I usually wear.
 
   I’ve done what I can with the makeup to cover up some of my natural skin tone.  Although it’s been a year since an experimental drug known as FY-1978 changed me from crusty old Detective Steve Fischer into young Stacey Chance, I still can’t put on makeup.  Tess has tried to teach me, but most days I don’t wear more than lipstick if I can help it.  Tonight’s effort doesn’t look too bad.  I’ve got a little pinkness to my cheeks and some definition to my eyes and lips.  Maybe I’m not ready to pose in Playboy, but at least I don’t look like a kindergartner finger-painted all over my face. 
 
   “Stacey, are you all right?” Tess asks through the door.  “Do you need any help?”
 
   Tess doesn’t know anything about my real past.  To her I’m an abused runaway who wants to get on her feet.  I’ve become like a surrogate daughter to her, a replacement for her daughter Jenny who died of cancer four years ago.  I don’t mind her mothering most of the time, especially on nights like this, where I need all the help I can get.
 
   I open the door for her.  Her face goes pale and she puts her hands to her mouth.  “Is it that bad?” I ask.
 
   “No, dear.  You look gorgeous,” she says.  Tears actually come to her eyes.  “You look so grown up now.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I am by all estimates nineteen years old, a grown-up in the eyes of the law.  In the eyes of Tess is usually another matter.  “You think he’ll recognize me?”
 
   “Of course he will.  If he doesn’t he’s no kind of gentleman for you.”
 
   I smile a little at this.  Sometimes Tess sounds like a character from a Tennessee Williams play, a faded Southern belle who entertains “gentlemen callers.”  At those times it’s hard to believe Tess is two years younger than I would be if not for FY-1978.
 
   Seth Barnes waits downstairs in the living room.  He’s as shocked as Tess when he sees me.  “Stacey?” he asks.
 
   “It’s still me,” I say.  I give my hair a little toss.  “You like it?”
 
   “It’s great,” he stammers.
 
   Seth has cleaned up a little himself.  He wears a white button-down shirt and dark blue pants, very different from the polo shirts and jeans he usually wears to Chemistry 102.  That’s where we met, in the lab when the professor assigned us as partners.  We kept our minds on our experiments throughout the class, so it came as a little bit of a surprise when he asked me out after our final exam.  I had considered it myself, but it's a new experience for me to ask out a man.
 
   Tess makes us wait so she can take a picture, as if I’m going to the prom.  She hasn’t graduated into the digital age yet, so I’ll have to wait a few days to know how the pictures turn out.  I probably have my eyes closed or I’ll just have that terrified look I usually have in photos of me as a woman.  
 
   Of course tonight I’m terrified for a good reason.  I’ve never gone on a date with a man before.  I think of it as “a date with another man” before I correct myself.  I’m not a man, not anymore.  Dr. Palmer did a whole bunch of tests to prove I’m completely female, except for my memories.  I have gone on a couple of dates before with other women, most notably Maddy’s partner Grace.  We even made love in Grace’s bedroom before I came to my senses and realized how wrong it was to steal my daughter’s lover.  Since then Maddy has set me up a couple of times with girls she knows, but it hasn’t worked out.  They were perfectly nice, but there was no chemistry between us.
 
   None of them gave me the same nervous flutter in my stomach as when Seth and I worked together in the lab.  I still remember when our hands touched for the first time as we reached for a beaker at the same time.  We stammered apologies and laughed like idiots, which only proved he wanted me as much as I wanted him.  Now’s our chance.
 
   He takes me by the arm and leads me out to a Pontiac Grand Am.  It’s old, but still in good shape.  He tells me about how he’s tweaked the engine and suspension systems.  I’m so nervous I don’t pay attention to the details.  From the tremor in his voice, I figure he babbles out of nervousness.  What a pair we are, scared as a couple of junior high kids on their first date.
 
   We agreed through text messages to go to the latest superhero action movie at nine o’clock.  That gives us a couple of hours for dinner.  He pulls into the parking lot of an Applebees-type place I haven’t gone to before.  As the hostess leads us to our table in the back, I can feel people stare at me.  I force myself to walk with my back straight and proud, like a princess.  A princess with her prince.
 
   Seth grabs his menu and uses it to shield his face.  “You want an appetizer or anything?”
 
   “If you want one,” I say.  I’m not really hungry at the moment.  I don’t know if an appetizer or anything else will stay down.
 
   I order an iced tea to drink and wish I could make it a Long Island iced tea.  There are plenty of places in the city that will serve a nineteen-year-old without question, but those are harder to find out here in the suburbs.  A chain restaurant like this certainly won’t serve a minor and God knows I don’t look a day over eighteen even with the makeup, hair, and clothes.
 
   While we wait for the waitress to come back with our drinks, we say nothing; we just stare at our menus.  Another time I might order a steak, but tonight my lack of appetite and girlish modesty prompt me to look at the salads instead.  “We could split something if you want,” I suggest.
 
   “We don’t have to.  I have plenty of money.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that.  I just thought if you’re not hungry—”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “It’s my fault,” I say.  I lower my menu so he can see my eyes and cheeks that are probably redder than my dyed hair.  “I don’t mean you’re poor or anything.  It’s just that I’m not very hungry right now.  I’m a little nervous, you know?”
 
   His face goes red too.  He smiles at me.  “I know.  I’m really glad you said yes.”
 
   “I kept hoping you would ask me.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yes.”  Seth looks surprised at this, probably because he’s not exactly GQ material.  He’s gawky, about six inches taller than me, with some leftover teenage acne on his cheeks.  His black hair sticks up no matter how much goo he puts in it.  Then are the ever-present glasses with black plastic frames that make him look like a control room extra in a movie on the moon landing.  In short, Seth is a nerd.  My nerd.  
 
   The waitress shows up and I decide to order a Cobb salad while Seth gets the chicken fingers.  The waitress leaves again and we’re left with silence.  Seth looks down at the table, unable to look me in the eye.
 
   “Are you taking any classes this summer?” he asks.
 
   “No.  I thought I’d take a couple of months off.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m taking a music appreciation class.”
 
   “Sounds like fun.”
 
   “Have to do something to complete my art elective.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “I got accepted to USC.  My counselor says all of my credits should transfer.”
 
   “USC?  That’s so far away.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So this is a one-shot deal?”
 
   “Well, no.  We have the whole summer—”
 
   “Then you’ll be gone.”
 
   “Maybe you could transfer too in a year.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “If you want.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked you out.”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I’m glad you did.”
 
   “But you’re not happy now.”
 
   “Well, no,” I say.  “I thought we’d have more time to get acquainted.”
 
   “Yeah.”  He wipes his glasses with a napkin to buy some time.  “I don’t have to go to USC.  I could go somewhere closer—”
 
   “USC is a good school.  I wouldn’t want to hold you back,” I say with such iciness that he reels back like I’ve slapped him.  I can’t believe after all this time he finally asks me out and then says we have no future.  Not that I was about to get our wedding invitations printed, but I thought we might have a little more time to see if we really do have some chemistry.  There’s not much point to it now.
 
   We don’t say much until the waitress brings our entrees.  Then we spend most of our time eating; we look down at our plates so we don’t have to look at each other.  What a wonderful evening.
 
   ***
 
   We still see the movie, mostly because I don’t want to explain to Tess why my date lasted only ninety minutes.  Seth buys the popcorn and sodas, though I make him buy separate tubs of popcorn so I don’t have to share with him.  Then my hand won’t touch his like in the lab.
 
   In the second half of the movie, when the hero gets his suit and starts to bust criminals, Seth puts his hand on my thigh.  I move a seat over.  I cross my arms and try to focus on the movie, but I never liked comic books much as a kid.  I preferred detective stories, the old hardboiled kind with guys in trench coats and fedoras.  I used to own a trench coat, though by then only hipsters wore fedoras.
 
   What am I doing here? I ask myself.  Steve Fischer wouldn’t be here; he wouldn’t sulk because some broad will move away in a couple of months.  At nineteen years old Steve would have welcomed that because it meant he could get laid without all the bullshit of a relationship.  He wouldn’t have prepared for the date all day either; he would have just combed his hair, slapped on some aftershave, and then got dressed in a rumpled shirt and trousers.
 
   Why do I care if Seth will leave in a couple of months?  We’re just lab partners, not married.  And I’m only nineteen years old, way too young to settle down.  This isn’t Little House on the Prairie for Christ’s sake; most girls nowadays don’t get married until their late twenties or early thirties, if at all.
 
   I slide back to the seat I vacated.  I lean over to put my head on Seth’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For acting like such a bitch.  I mean, we should just try to have fun, right?”  I put my hand in his hair as I say this.  
 
   “Yeah,” he says.  He puts his arm around me to keep me close.
 
   As the movie goes on, I let my hand wander down from his hair, along his chest, and then to his crotch.  Right as the hero works up the courage to finally kiss his girl, I give Seth’s junk a little pat.  “Stacey?” he whispers.
 
   “Don’t you like it?”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “Let’s forget the rest of the movie and go out to the car.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   I start to knead the crotch of his pants as I say, “Take a guess.”
 
   He bats my hand away like it’s a poisonous snake.  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he says loud enough that some in the audience shout for him to shut up—some more vehemently than others.
 
   I storm out of the theater; I knock over his popcorn and Coke in the process.  He catches up to me in the lobby, where he tries to take my arm.  “Stace—”
 
   “Shut up and take me home,” I say.
 
   In the car I again sit with my arms crossed.  “What’s your problem?” I finally ask.  “You’re supposed to fool around during the movie.”
 
   “Usually you stick to making out,” he says.  “You’re not supposed to give me a hand job in public.”
 
   “It was dark.  Not like anyone was going to notice.”
 
   “What happened to you?” he asks.  “Why are you acting like this?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “So…aggressive.”
 
   “Maybe I thought one of us should be.”
 
   “If this is about dinner, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”
 
   “I don’t care about that anymore.  I just want to enjoy the time we have.  Even if that means they throw us out of a movie.”
 
   “And right into jail for public indecency.”
 
   “They’d give you a slap on the wrist,” I say, the voice of experience.  “Especially when they see how hot your girlfriend is.  You’d get a warning officially and unofficially a pat on the back.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   “I’m not joking.  I know how things work.  My uncle is a cop.”
 
   “Even so, it’s not right.”
 
   “Fine, be a pansy.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “If you want to show me you’re a man, then take me to wherever the kids go to make out.  Then you can make a woman out of me.”
 
   “Jesus, Stacey.”
 
   “So you’re not a man?  You’re a sissy?”
 
   “God, I wish I’d listened to everyone about you.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “Everyone I asked about you said you were a dyke.  I mean that girl you hang out with—”
 
   “Maddy?  What’s wrong with her?”
 
   Seth must sense he’s crossed a line, because his face starts to look scared instead of angry.  “Nothing.  I’m just saying she’s a lesbian.”
 
   “That means I’m one too?”
 
   “Well you have been going out with girls.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just experimenting.  That’s what college girls do, isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t want to be an experiment.”
 
   “Then what do you want?  To be my boyfriend?  You think I’ll be your little woman, sitting at home pining for you while you go to USC?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Then what do you want from me?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Then take me home.”
 
   I let him walk me up to the front door and then give me a kiss goodnight.  It’s not because either of us want to so much as I know Tess is watching.  Seth’s kiss is a dry one that lasts a few seconds.  “Goodnight,” he says.
 
   He doesn’t ask if I want to go out again.  The answer to that is obvious.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   I tell Dr. Palmer about my date while I’m on the exam table.  Unlike our first exam, I don’t lie with my feet in stirrups.  I sit fully-clothed on the table in jeans and a tank top to make it easier for her to take my blood.  “Why did he tell me that?” I ask.  “Why did he even bother asking me out if he was planning to leave in a couple of months?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Dr. Palmer says.  She stabs the needle into my arm.  I hardly notice, not after we’ve done this every three months for the last year.  “You know more about men than I do.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”  I thought about it most of the night, after I gave Tess a much different report on what happened so she won’t worry about me.  As far as Tess knows, Seth and I are an item, on our way to marriage.
 
   “When I was nineteen, all I thought about was getting laid,” I say.
 
   “Men are supposed to be more sensitive than back in the ‘70s,” Dr. Palmer says.  “But you did really like him, didn’t you?  Before he told you about going to USC?”
 
   “Yes.  I mean, I wasn’t thinking about marrying him yet.”
 
   “Then what were you thinking about?”
 
   I can only shrug.  I think about it for a couple of minutes while Dr. Palmer puts the tube of blood into a container to be sent to the lab for analysis.  “I guess I thought we could be friends.”
 
   “Friends with benefits?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It means you’re friends, but you also fuck when you want.”
 
   “Oh.  No, not really.  I thought it’d be more like when Debbie and I started going out.”
 
   “So you did want to marry him?”
 
   “No!”  I feel my face turn hot as I get flustered.  “I didn’t think about marrying Debbie right away.  We went out for like six months before we started to get serious about it.  Then it was a whole year before I got up the nerve to propose.”
 
   “And his leaving ruined all that?”
 
   “Well what’s the point?  We could go out a few times and then he’d have to leave.”
 
   “You could always talk on the phone.  Chat on the Internet or whatever kids do today.”
 
   “Maybe, but it wouldn’t work.  I mean these long-distance things usually don’t.”
 
   “Wasn’t he worth seeing if it would?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  I sigh and shake my head.  “I’ve really made a mess of it, haven’t I?”
 
   Dr. Palmer puts a hand on my shoulder; she must sense I’m about to cry.  Ten months ago I’d already have begun to sob like a little girl with a skinned knee.  I’ve gotten a better handle on the female hormones since then.  “It’s all right, Stacey.  You’re just confused.  It happens a lot, especially when you’re young.”
 
   “But I’m not young, not really.”
 
   “You’ve only been a woman for a year.  I’ve been at it over forty years and I still get confused.”
 
   “Thanks for trying to cheer me up.”
 
   “Well, let me ask you something:  why did you try to touch him in the movie theater?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was sitting there, pouting about him moving and then I got thinking.”
 
   “What were you thinking?”
 
   “I thought that’s what a girl would do, sit there and sulk.  Steve Fischer wouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “But you’re not Steve.  Not anymore.”
 
   Dr. Palmer opens a drawer to take out her purse.  She rummages through it for a minute.  Tess would cluck her tongue at that; she makes sure I keep my purse nice and organized so I can find anything the moment I need it.  The doctor finally takes out a business card.  She passes it across the desk to me.
 
   “Dr. Robert Macintosh,” I read from the card.  “You want me to see a shrink?”
 
   “I think it would help.  He’s a friend of mine.  He mostly works with children, but he takes a few older cases too.”
 
   “Great, a child psychologist.  That’s just what I need.”
 
   “He’s very good.  I think he could help you.”
 
   “With what?”
 
   Dr. Palmer leans forward and clasps her hands together.  “Look, Stacey, I like talking to you.  I care about you, a lot.  You’re like my favorite niece.”
 
   “You’d send your niece to a shrink?”
 
   “If she were in your situation?  Absolutely.”
 
   “What am I supposed to tell him about my situation?  I tell him what Artie Luther did to me and he’ll have me committed.”
 
   “You don’t have to tell him that part.  He gets kids like you all the time who are gender confused.”
 
   ‘“Gender confused?’  Is that what you think I am?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I get up to leave, but Dr. Palmer is faster than me.  She takes my arm and then looks into my eyes.  “Remember what you told me about your date?  You couldn’t decide whether you were Stacey or Steve.  You started out as Stacey and then you let Steve take over once your feelings were hurt.”
 
   “I’m not schizophrenic.”
 
   “I’m not saying you are.  I’m just saying you haven’t decided who you are yet, whether you’re Stacey Chance or Steve Fischer.  Dr. Macintosh can help you sort that out.”
 
   “How?  He can’t change me back.”
 
   “You don’t necessarily need me to make a serum to change you back.  Girls become boys all the time.  It just takes a little surgery.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t really be Steve.  I’d just be Stacey with a fake dick.”
 
   “Still, the option is there if you want it.”
 
   “Well I don’t.  And I don’t want to be Stacey either.  I want to be me again.”  Now I start to cry like I used to.  “I want Maddy to see me as her dad again, not some freak who got surgery.  Don’t you get that?”
 
   “I do.”  Dr. Palmer wraps me in a hug.  “Look, just go to one session.  That’s all I’m asking.  If it doesn’t help then you don’t have to go back.  OK?”
 
   I sniffle and as always feel like an idiot to sob like this.  “I guess.”
 
   She musses my expensively-coiffed hair.  “Good girl.  You want me to call Tess?”
 
   “No, I should get to work.  Grace is expecting me.”
 
   “OK.”  Before I leave, Dr. Palmer says, “I like your new look, by the way.”
 
   I blush a little at the compliment.  I run my fingers through my wavy hair.  “You think it gives me some flair?”
 
   “I think you’ll have boys eating out of your hand.  If that’s what you want.”
 
   Is it what I want?  I think about that as I leave Dr. Palmer’s office.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   I’m the oldest patient in the waiting room.  There are other adults, but they’re the mothers and fathers of the children here to see Dr. Macintosh.  I sit on a plastic chair and read an article on Justin Bieber in Teen People while I will myself to stay in my seat.  
 
   In the opposite corner is a little girl, ten or so, who plays with her cell phone like most kids do these days.  She wears a plaid skirt and white blouse, probably a school uniform.  As if she senses my eyes on her, she looks up at me and smiles.  I turn back to my magazine.  When I glance over a few minutes later, she’s back to playing with her phone.
 
   What the hell am I doing here?  I’m not a little girl like the one in the corner.  For that matter, why is she here?  When I was ten, the most stress I had was to worry whether my dad would spank me if I didn’t do my chores, said a dirty word, or got into his stash of porno magazines I wasn’t supposed to know about.  Of course nowadays everyone has to go see a shrink to have their heads examined.  The little girl in the corner is probably hopped up on Prozac or Ritalin or something.
 
   The receptionist calls my name and shows me into the doctor’s office.  The moment I see the toys scattered on the floor and the wallpaper of puffy clouds against a blue background, I want to run again.
 
   The doctor himself doesn’t fill me with confidence either.  He doesn’t look much different than Seth, except he doesn’t have the acne and his dark hair lies neatly on his head, without the help of mousse or other goop.  Like a stereotypical college professor he wears a tweed jacket with a white shirt—no tie.  When he stands up to shake my hand, I notice he wears blue jeans.  Typical yuppie, I think.  I wonder how old he is.  From the lack of wrinkles on his face, I bet not much over thirty.  There’s no picture of a wife or girlfriend on his desk, just a picture of a boy about ten years old who looks like a miniature version of him, probably his son.  So maybe not everything’s peachy keen in his world.
 
   “Welcome, Ms. Chance,” he says.  “You come highly recommended from Clarita.”
 
   “What’s she said about me?”
 
   “Let’s talk about that.  Have a seat.”
 
   “Isn’t there a couch?”
 
   “I can have one brought up if you want.  Or we could try out those nice chairs facing the window.”  He motions to a pair of white fabric armchairs that face a window overlooking downtown.  I walk over to the edge of the window and just about press my nose to the glass.  If I squint I can see Lennox Pharmaceuticals’s lab where Dr. Palmer is probably laughing her ass off.
 
   When I turn around, I see Dr. Macintosh in one of the white chairs, legs crossed so he can balance a pad of paper on his lap.  “You can stand if you want.  Some patients prefer it.”
 
   I throw myself onto the empty chair and sprawl like a petulant child.  Dr. Macintosh doesn’t seemed fazed by that; he probably has that happen a lot.  “So, Stacey, you wanted to know what Dr. Palmer said about you?”
 
   “Are you going to ask why I want to know that?”
 
   “My idea of psychology isn’t just to sit here asking you why all the time.  It’s not asking about your parents either, unless you want to.”
 
   “So what is your idea of therapy?”
 
   “I want you to talk about what you want to talk about.”  He motions around the room, at the pile of toys, the stupid cloud wallpaper, and the window.  “I want you to feel like this is your sanctuary.  You can be yourself here.  No one’s going to judge you.”
 
   “Except for you.”
 
   “I’m not here to judge you.  I’m here to help you.”  He looks down at his notes.  “Dr. Palmer says you’re bright, a little shy, and like a lot of girls your age, you’re confused.  Would you say that’s accurate?”
 
   “My teachers might argue about the bright part.”  I’ve managed a consistent ‘C’ average so far in college, except in Chemistry 102, where I had Seth to help me.
 
   “Well, maybe she doesn’t mean bright in terms of schoolwork.  Maybe she means you’re street smart.  Is that more accurate?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “You’ve spent a lot of time on the streets, haven’t you?”
 
   “Did she tell you that?”
 
   “A little bit.  She says you come from an abusive home, that you ran away when you were still a child.  How long ago was that?”
 
   I shrug.  “About three years.”
 
   “And what did you do during those years?”
 
   “I survived.”
 
   He nods and writes something down.  “I can understand if you’re not willing to talk about it yet.  We’ll get back to it later.”
 
   “If I decide to come back.”
 
   “You think you won’t?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Are you afraid of what you might find out about yourself in therapy?”
 
   “What?  I’m not afraid.”
 
   “I’m just trying to understand you, Stacey.  Just like I want you to understand yourself.”
 
   “I do understand myself.”
 
   “If that’s so, then why are you here?”
 
   “Because Dr. Palmer made me.”
 
   “I’ve known Clarita since I was an intern.  She’s a very smart lady.  If she thinks you need my help, then I think you need my help.  The only question is whether you think you need my help.  Do you?”
 
   I think about it for a minute and turn to look out the window.  I think about what happened on my date.  It’s obvious I’m a mess, but what good will it do to talk to this schmuck?  “I don’t know.”
 
   “Let’s talk about it.  Why did Dr. Palmer think you should see me?”
 
   “Because I’m confused.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About who I am.”
 
   “That’s not so unusual, not in a girl your age.  When my sister was nineteen she went and joined the Peace Corps.”
 
   I turn back to the doctor.  “She wanted to save the rainforest or something?”
 
   “That’s part of it, but she also wanted to learn what she was capable of.”
 
   “And did she?”
 
   “Somewhat.  She met a very nice man in the Sudan.  When she came back, she was big as a house.”
 
   “She got fat?”
 
   “Pregnant.  She gave birth to my nephew a week after getting back.  That’s his picture on my desk.”
 
   “Oh.  I thought—”
 
   Dr. Macintosh cuts me off with a laugh.  “I know.  Family resemblance.”
 
   “So you think I should join the Peace Corps and get pregnant?”
 
   “Not unless you want to.”
 
   “Then what should I do?”
 
   “That’s up to you.  Whatever will help give you some direction.”
 
   “That’s not really helpful.”
 
   “Maybe our sessions could help you find out what you need.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   The doctor checks his watch.  “Our session is almost up for today.  I want you to strongly consider coming back in a couple of days so we can continue.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   As I get up to leave, Dr. Macintosh says, “Dr. Palmer was almost right about you.”
 
   “Almost?”
 
   “I think you are bright and you are confused.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m shy?”
 
   “No.  I think you’re secretive.  I think whatever you endured from your parents has made you turn inward, to keep people from learning too much about you.  It’s something I see more often in my male patients.  You know, most men think talking about themselves with a doctor makes them a sissy.  What would you say to that?”
 
   “I thought most of your patients were kids?”
 
   “See what I mean?  You answer my question with a sarcastic comment.”
 
   “It wasn’t so sarcastic.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh gets up from his chair and then takes a few steps towards me.  “Stacey, if we’re going to help you, you need to stop being so defensive.  Remember what I said at the start?  This place can be your sanctuary.  It’s where you can be yourself without fear of anyone laughing at you or hitting you.  You’re safe here.  I’m not here to hurt you or judge you.  I’m here to help you get in touch with yourself, with the person you’ve been holding back, hiding deep inside all these years.”
 
   As he talks I back up until I’m against the door.  It’s a good thing I’ve learned to contain my emotions or else I’d be a wreck right now.  Not only the doctor’s words, but also his passion in them, make me want to believe him.  Maybe Dr. Palmer was right about this whole therapy thing.  Maybe he can help me.
 
   “If you want to stay a little longer, it’s all right,” he says.  “I can step out for a few minutes if you’d like to be alone.”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” I say in almost a whisper.  “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “I hope I’ll see you again, Stacey.  If that’s what you want.”
 
   I nod to him and then turn to open the door.  I force myself to go over to the receptionist’s desk.  “I’d like to make an appointment for another session,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Grace senses right away there’s something wrong when I show up for work.  “What’s wrong?” she asks.  “Things not go well at court?”
 
   I’ve never told Grace the truth about myself, so she thinks I’m still a runaway from an abusive home.  I take advantage of this when I need to take some time off for things like my appointment with Dr. Macintosh.  I usually tell her I have to see a lawyer to maintain the restraining order against my fictitious parents.  I don’t feel good about it, but it’s better than to try to explain the real reason for my absence.
 
   “Oh, sure,” I say.  I force myself to smile.  “It’s just hard, you know?”
 
   “I’m sure it is.”  She puts an arm around me.  Even after a year there’s a part of me that would like to pull Grace even closer to kiss her.  I always remind myself that time is over.  It will be over so long as Maddy loves Grace.  I won’t betray my daughter again.  “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.  It must be awful.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “I wish you’d let me and Maddy go to support you.”
 
   “That’s nice of you to offer, but I really want to keep this in the family.”
 
   “I understand,” Grace says, though I can see from the way her mouth twitches that she doesn’t.  One of these days I’ll have to bring her to Dr. Palmer’s office with me so she can learn the truth about me.
 
   “Thanks.  How are things here?”
 
   “The same as usual.”
 
   Which means dead.  Grace only gets a handful of customers in a day.  If not for the inheritance from her mother, she probably would have had to close this place down long ago.  Then we never would have met and I might never have run into Maddy at the Kozee Koffee down the street.  
 
   Grace smiles at me and then changes the subject.  “I have some good news.  You’re looking at the new assistant treatment counselor at Windover Rehabilitation Clinic.”
 
   “You got the job?  That’s fantastic!”  I give her a hug this time.  Grace had gone to a second interview a few days ago but hadn’t heard back from them.  “When are you going to start?”
 
   “Next week.  I thought that would give me time enough to wrap things up here.”
 
   “You mean to sell everything off?”
 
   “No!”  She gives me a playful slap on the arm.  “You remember our deal, don’t you?  When I get a job, all of this becomes yours.  If you still want it.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, I’m not sure—” my voice trails off as I think of my appointment with Dr. Macintosh.  Do I want to run the store?  I wouldn’t be able to go to school, not full-time anyway.  I might still be able to take a few classes at night, after the shop closes.  
 
   Proprietor of a bohemian clothes shop in the garment district is a lot different than my last career.  Steve Fischer had been born to be a cop; he would never want to run Grace’s store.  Yet my job here is what brought me closer to Maddy and Grace—my friends.  “I don’t know,” I stammer.  “It’s a big step.”
 
   “I know.  You wouldn’t have to take official control.  I could still be the owner for all the taxes and whatnot.  You could just be the manager.  I swear I wouldn’t get in your way.  You can do whatever you want with the place.”
 
   When I look Grace in the eye I can see she wants me to accept.  As much as she wants to be a psychiatrist, this shop belonged to her mother.  It was her mother’s dream to have something of her own after she divorced Grace’s father.  Grace desperately wants someone to help keep that dream alive.  Since there’s no one else around, it falls to me.
 
   “That sounds OK,” I say.
 
   “Thank you so much.”  I’m not prepared for her to kiss me.  The way she staggers back a moment later, I don’t think she was either.  “I’m sorry.  I got a little excited.”
 
   “It’s all right.  It is really exciting.”
 
   “Well, um, I think the best idea would be to keep the receipts for the week and then we can go over them on the weekend.”
 
   “Sure,” I say.
 
   “Hey, what’s with the long faces?” Maddy calls out from the doorway.  “Someone die?”
 
   “No,” Grace says.  “We were just talking about Stacey taking over the store.”
 
   “Really?  So that means—?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “That’s great!”  Maddy’s kiss is a lot longer and less awkward than mine with Grace.  There’s still a part of me that shivers when I see my daughter kiss another woman, that old-fashioned father in me who always thought I’d give Maddy away at the altar.  If she does get married it will probably be in a courthouse with me in a dress as a witness.
 
   After she lets Grace go, Maddy says, “OK, kids, we have to go celebrate.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Grace says.
 
   “Well I think it’s an awesome idea,” Maddy says.  “What do you think, Stace?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “You two are such sticks in the mud.  Come on!  Grace has a new job, Stacey’s taking over the store, and I just finished finals.  We all have a reason to get plastered, right?”
 
   “I can’t,” I say.  “I’m not old enough to drink.”
 
   “Oh, the hell with that.  I know plenty of places that won’t card you.”
 
   Grace takes Maddy’s arm.  “Madison, stop it.  We’ve talked about this.  Stop trying to pressure Stacey into things she doesn’t want to do.”
 
   “I’m only trying to get her to loosen up a little.”
 
   I remember what Dr. Macintosh said about me being defensive.  “I guess a drink or two wouldn’t hurt.”
 
   “That’s the spirit!”  Maddy claps me on the back hard enough to stagger me.  Sometimes my daughter doesn’t know how to control her enthusiasm.  That relentless enthusiasm is what makes her so special to me and Grace, but sometimes it can be annoying.  She takes my hand, and pulls me towards the stairs leading up to the apartment she shares with Grace.  “We’ll have to find you something to wear.  I have this green dress I think would be perfect for you.”
 
   I look back at Grace to plead with her to save me, but she just smiles and gives me a little wave.
 
   ***
 
   The green dress is a little big on me, which is a good thing because it means the skirt covers my knees.  I still don’t like to show skin around Maddy, no matter how many times she says I have great legs and boobs.  While Maddy means well, to hear that from my daughter only makes me more reluctant to wear anything sexy when we’re together.
 
   Maddy shows plenty of skin in a little red dress.  In the cab on the way over, I made sure to keep my eyes on the window so I wouldn’t get too good of a look at her legs—or anything else.  That old-fashioned father in me always wants to throw a blanket around her and then drag her home to lock her in her room until she’s sixty.  The rest of me reluctantly accepts the idea Maddy is twenty-three years old and free to make her own decisions.
 
   Grace shows less skin than either of us.  She looks almost dowdy in a long tan skirt and a yellow T-shirt.  She’s gotten a lot more self-conscious about her body since she turned thirty.  She should probably go to a therapist herself for that, although I’m sure most women struggle with that, unless they’re oblivious like Maddy.
 
   The cab drops us off at the Open Mic, a karaoke bar in the garment district.  “A karaoke bar?” I ask.
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Maddy says.  “We can have a few drinks and then get on stage and mangle a few songs.”  Maddy squeezes Grace’s knee.  “Remember when you did like six tequila shots and then got up there to do ‘Girls Just Wanna Have Fun?’”
 
   “Not really,” Grace says.  Her face turns red.
 
   “Oh my God, Stace, you should have seen it!  First it sounded like someone was skinning a cat on stage.  Then about halfway through she threw up on the first row!  To finish it off, she dove off the stage, right into the lap of this really fat chick.  Grace started making out with her, thinking that elephant was me.  Can you believe it?”
 
   I can’t contain my laughter at this story, in large part because it’s so uncharacteristic of Grace, who’s usually so calm and in control of herself.  Maddy is the one I imagine would get drunk, throw up, and then jump off a stage.  “That’s so awful,” I say.
 
   “I wish I’d brought my phone to get some video of it.  It would have got like a million views on YouTube.”
 
   “Well this time you can be the one to make a complete ass of yourself,” Grace says.
 
   “Oh I don’t think I could ever top that,” Maddy says.
 
   No one cards us as we go inside.  The karaoke bar isn’t nearly as bad as some of the clubs in the city.  It looks mostly like my old watering hole, except there’s a stage at one end with a karaoke machine, a microphone, and a couple of stools.  A drunk blond girl looks ready to fall off her stool at any moment as she butchers one of those Lady Gaga songs Maddy downloaded onto the iPod she gave me for Christmas.
 
   A waitress shows up to take our orders.  Maddy orders a mojito.  Grace gets an appletini.  “Just a club soda,” I say.
 
   “Come on, Stace—”
 
   “She doesn’t have to drink if she doesn’t want to,” Grace says.
 
   “OK, I’ll have a beer,” I say.
 
   “We don’t serve beer here.”
 
   “You don’t?  What kind of bar is this?” I ask.
 
   “I’m sorry, but—”
 
   “Just bring her a sake,” Maddy says.  She pats my hand after the waitress is gone.  “That’s rice wine.  It’s pretty good.”
 
   We talk about Grace’s new job while Maddy drinks another three mojitos and I drink two bottles of sake.  Grace trails behind us; she sips at a second appletini.  I’m into a third sake when Maddy climbs onto the stage.  She talks with the emcee about what song she’ll perform.  “No, I’m not going to do that one.  Here, this one.” 
 
   Maddy sits on the stool and gives us all a drunken smile.  “This song is for the love of my life, Grace, and my best friend, Stacey.  OK, girls, I’m going to show you how it’s done.”
 
   Despite Maddy’s best attempts, I don’t know much about popular music since the early ‘70s.  I still recognize the song she sings as the Cyndi Lauper one Grace mangled years ago.  Maddy’s version isn’t much better, except she doesn’t throw up or jump off the stage.  She sings most of it in an off-key baritone that contrasts greatly with what should come out of a young woman’s throat.  Grace and I break into peals of laughter and put our hands to our ears.  
 
   Maddy breaks off the song to glare down at us.  “Oh, I suppose you could do better?”
 
   “Not me,” Grace says.  She gives me a little push.  “I bet Stacey can.”
 
   “Me?  I can’t—”
 
   “Oh, come on, don’t be such a chicken,” Maddy says.  She looks around at the rest of the audience.  “Hey, who wants to hear little Stacey sing?”
 
   The bar patrons begin to applaud.  Some even whistle.  Maddy leads them in a chant of my name while my face turns so warm I expect to combust at any moment.  Grace gives me another push.  “Go on, Stace.  It’ll be fun.”
 
   I remember again what Dr. Macintosh said.  I suppose to make a fool of myself in public is a great way to break out of my defensive shell.  I take Maddy’s hand so she can pull me up onto the stage.  “What am I supposed to do now?”
 
   “Just tell this guy here what you want to sing.  He’ll bring the words up on this screen and you sing them,” she explains.  She pushes me towards the emcee.  “What do you want to sing?”
 
   “Do you have any Creedence?” I ask.
 
   “Creedence Clearwater Revival?  God, that’s the kind of shit my dad listened to,” Maddy says.
 
   I’m tipsy enough to stand up to my daughter.  “Well maybe he was on to something,” I say.  I turn to the emcee.  “You got ‘Bad Moon Rising’ in there?”
 
   He nods to me and then brings it up.  I remember when I sang this song to Maddy in the car a few times, or at least I tried to; she always whined about my music being yucky.  I sit down on the stool and find myself in front of a roomful of people, most of whom stare at me in anticipation.  “Hi,” I whisper into the microphone.  “Um, my name’s Stacey and I’m going to try singing this.”
 
   Maddy leans into the mic to add, “She’s a karaoke virgin so don’t be too rough on her.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.
 
   “That’s what I’m here for,” Maddy says.  She pats me on the back and then goes down to sit with Grace.  I’m alone with the emcee on the stage as the song begins.
 
   The words start to appear on the screen, but I don’t need them.  I just close my eyes and remember all the times I sang it to myself on stakeouts.  Except back then my voice sounded like a car backing over a gravel driveway.  Now it’s so high and thin, like I’ve sucked down a couple of balloons filled with helium.
 
   At least that’s what it sounds like to me.  The audience has a much different opinion.  The place erupts with applause as I finish.  I open my eyes to see Maddy and Grace gape at me in shock.  What did I do wrong?
 
   My first thought is to bolt from the stage.  Then I hear people call for an encore.  I look helplessly around the stage, not sure what I should do.  Maddy climbs onto the stage and puts an arm around me.  She pulls me in for a hug.  “That was beautiful,” she whispers.
 
   “It was?”
 
   “Yes.  Why have you been keeping that a secret?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I stammer.  “What do I do now?”
 
   “An encore, dummy.”  She gives me another squeeze and then goes over to the emcee; she whispers something in his ear.  When Maddy returns, she says, “Here’s something a little newer for you.  This is me and Grace’s song, so don’t mess it up.”
 
   The song the emcee brings up is called “Angel” by Sarah McLachlan.  I’ve never heard of it, but obviously Maddy has.  This time I can’t close my eyes.  I keep them focused on the screen so I can follow along with the prompts.
 
   When I finish, there’s more applause than before.  I turn to Maddy and Grace and see them both in tears.  Was it that bad?  So bad the emcee comes over to take me by the arm.  He leads me off the stage, accompanied by the crowd cheering.
 
   I expect him to tell me not to ever come back, but instead he says, “Listen, kid, that was the best I’ve ever heard in this place.  How’d you like to do it again?”
 
   “Um, I don’t know.  I should ask my friends.”
 
   “Forget about them.  Look, I’ll give you a hundred bucks to come back and do a set.”
 
   “You want to pay me to sing karaoke?”
 
   “OK, make it three hundred.  If you wow them like you did tonight, we could make it a regular thing.”
 
   Three hundred bucks to sing a few songs off a screen?  I’ve never imagined myself as a singer before, but I could sure use the money.  I owe Jake and Tess a few grand already for my tuition and textbooks at school.  “Sure,” I say.  “I’ll give it a try.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   When the receptionist shows me into Dr. Macintosh’s office this time I find him already in one of the armchairs.  “Hello, Stacey.  Have a seat.”
 
   I sit in the chair opposite him and keep my body tightly compacted this time instead of sprawled out.  I look down at my sneakers and say, “I guess you aren’t surprised I came back.”
 
   “I’m very glad you decided to give therapy a chance to help you,” he says.  “So have you thought about what we discussed before?”
 
   “A little.  I got a couple of job offers since last time.”
 
   “Really?  That’s wonderful.  What sort of jobs?”
 
   “Well, my friend Grace owns this little second-hand clothes shop in the garment district.  She’s been studying to be a shrink like you.  She got a new job over at the Windover rehab clinic.  You know where that is?”
 
   “As it happens I’ve had a couple of clients about your age admitted there.”
 
   “OK.  So she’s going to be working there and she wants me to take over the store for her.”
 
   “Is that what you want to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I really like being there, around Grace and Maddy.”
 
   “Maddy?”
 
   “Madison.  She’s my…friend.”  I always have to resist the urge to call her my daughter.  “She and Grace live together.  As a couple, you know?”
 
   “They’re lesbians.  There’s no shame in it.  Is there?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “You’re just not comfortable talking about that.”
 
   “Well no offense, but this is only our second session.”
 
   “I see.  You’re trying to spare my feelings.”
 
   “It’s not like that.  The way I was brought up, we didn’t talk about stuff like that.”
 
   “Your parents didn’t tell you about sex?”
 
   “Not really.  My dad tried to give me the whole ‘bird and the bees’ thing once.  He was so embarrassed he didn’t make a lot of sense.  And my mom, she would ground me if she heard me so much as mention a woman’s breasts.”
 
   “Are you attracted to women?”
 
   “What?”  I don’t realize until then that I’ve slipped up.  I’ve remembered Steve Fischer’s adolescence in the ‘60s instead of Stacey’s adolescence thirty years later.  “Oh, well, some women.”
 
   “So you’d say you’re bisexual?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Like at the karaoke bar I feel so embarrassed I’m ready to pass out.
 
   “You don’t have to be embarrassed, Stacey.  A lot of girls your age aren’t sure about their sexuality yet.”
 
   I remember what I said to Seth in the car about experimenting.  “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “Are you a virgin, Stacey?”
 
   My head snaps up.  The doctor stares at me so calmly I’d like to punch him in the face.  “Why are you asking me that?”
 
   “It’s just a question.  There’s no right or wrong answer.”
 
   “No, I’m not a virgin.”
 
   “How many partners have you had?”
 
   I remember to answer as Stacey and not Steve this time.  “One.”
 
   “Was that partner male or female?”
 
   I can’t stop myself from crying.  “It was Grace.  We’d already kissed once and then after Maddy’s dad’s funeral, we went back to Grace’s apartment and…did it.”
 
   “You made love?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you enjoyed it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you and Grace aren’t still together, are you?”
 
   “No.  I decided—we decided—it was better for her to stay with Maddy.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Because Maddy is my friend.  I can’t hurt her like that.”
 
   “You value her happiness over your own?”
 
   “Maddy and Grace were already together.  What happened between Grace and me was just a fling.  It was a mistake.”
 
   “But you still care about her, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You love her?”
 
   “Part of me does.”
 
   The doctor smiles at this.  He reaches over to pat my knee.  “Stacey, in my experience love is never part way.  You’re all-in or not.  So you do still love Grace?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you don’t think of yourself as a lesbian?”
 
   “No.”  It sounds crazy even to my own ears.  “Look, I might love Grace, but she’s just one woman.  There have been others I didn’t care about nearly as much.”
 
   “You didn’t make love to any of those other women?”
 
   “No.  What kind of girl do you think I am?”
 
   “There’s no need to get upset.  I’m not judging you.  I just want to get the full story.  That’s why you’re here, remember?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “You don’t have to be sorry either.”  He puts down his pen and folds his hands.  “I think a lot of your confusion stems from your feelings for your friend.  You love Grace but you don’t think your love is as important as Maddy’s.  Does that sound right?”
 
   There’s no way I can explain to the doctor exactly how complicated things are.  Maddy’s love is more important because she’s my daughter and as her father I want the best for her.  “Grace and Maddy helped me when I didn’t have anything.  It wouldn’t be right for me to break them up.  Is that wrong?”
 
   “I’m not here to discuss right or wrong.”
 
   “That’s a nice copout.”
 
   “If you really want to know, I think you’re a good person, but you’re making yourself miserable.”
 
   “So you think I should turn Grace down?”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “I don’t know what I want.”
 
   “You mentioned another job offer.”
 
   “Oh, that.  It’s kind of silly.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well, we—Maddy, Grace, and me—went out to this karaoke bar the other night.  Maddy pulled me on stage and made me sing.  And I guess I was really good.  That’s what the owner of the place said.  He wants to pay me three hundred bucks to sing again.”
 
   “And you turned him down?”
 
   “Hell no.  I could use three hundred bucks.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh smiles at that.  “But you don’t think you’re a singer?”
 
   “I never really thought about it before that night.  I’m probably not that good.”
 
   “Well, let’s find out.  Go ahead, sing something.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t have any lyrics or any music—”
 
   “Just sing anything.  ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ if you want.  That one’s popular with most of my patients.”
 
   I take a moment to gather myself and then I sing “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”  I keep my eyes closed so I can’t see Dr. Macintosh’s reaction until I finish.  I don’t open them until I hear him applaud softly.
 
   “You have a lovely voice,” he says.
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “It’s gorgeous.  Almost angelic.”  He raises an eyebrow, no doubt when he sees how red my face turns.  “That embarrasses you?”
 
   “I guess no one’s called me angelic before, except maybe Tess.”
 
   He nods.  I figure our session must be almost over because the doctor gets up.  He goes over to the desk.  Maybe he’ll fetch a prescription pad to give me some medication.  Instead he comes back with a hand mirror.  He holds it out to me.  “Go on, look in the mirror.”
 
   “I know what I look like.”
 
   “Just indulge me, please.”
 
   I take the mirror from him.  I stare into the glass at my face.  My eyes are still a little red and puffy from my earlier tears.  I didn’t shower this morning, so my hair looks wild, the wavy strands like Medusa’s snakes.  “What do you see?” Dr. Macintosh asks.
 
   “A girl,” I say.
 
   “A pretty girl?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I look tired.  And dirty.”
 
   “You can always get more sleep and take a shower.  Look deeper.  What do you see?”
 
   I stare into the mirror some more.  I’m drawn to my eyes.  They’re still blue like before.  I don’t know anymore if they’re Steve’s eyes or Stacey’s eyes.  With my longer lashes and eyeliner, they look more like a girl’s eyes.
 
   I put the mirror down.  I start to cry again.  “I don’t know.”
 
   He wraps an arm around my shoulders.  “That’s all right, Stacey.  That’s what you’re going to find out here.  OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   He rubs my back the way Tess does when I get upset.  “I have a little homework for you if you’re up to it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want you to look in the mirror for ten minutes a day, every day until our next session.  When you do it, I want you to think about what you see.  Then we’ll talk about it next time.”
 
   “All right,” I say and punctuate it with a sniffle.
 
   “I’ll get you some tissues.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He gives me a few minutes to cry myself out and then clean up a little.  Throughout it all he sits with his arm around my shoulders; he must sense I need the company.  I should ask Grace if it’s unprofessional for your shrink to hug you.  At the moment, I don’t care.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   I stare into my compact for the entire train ride to the garment district.  I try to do as Dr. Macintosh suggested.  I hold out the little circle mirror to show as much of my face as possible.  I’ve seen myself hundreds of times before and yet it’s like the first time I saw myself in the mirror after I woke up as a woman.  Has my nose always been this tiny?  Did I always have that mole on my left cheek?  God, I should really pluck my eyebrows; they’ve just about grown together.
 
   My features start to change in the mirror.  They blur for a moment before they reform into the ones I saw in the mirror for fifty years.  Of course they changed a little with time, the wrinkles around my eyes, the creases on my forehead, the gray hairs along my jaw, and the bloated redness of my nose.  I could tell Dr. Macintosh all about this face; it’s the face of an old, broken man, a man worn down by too many years and too many miles.  It’s the face of a man divorced from his wife and estranged from his daughter.
 
   I snap the compact shut as the train nears my stop.  I still don’t know what to tell Dr. Macintosh about my new face.  I’ll have to try again later, see if anything comes to me.  I doubt it.  Stacey’s face is still too new to me.  It’s a face without much history.
 
   When I enter Grace’s shop—soon to be my shop if I want it—I find her and Maddy in the back room, going through some clothes people have traded in.  “Ready for the show tonight?” Maddy asks.
 
   I haven’t given any thought to my actual performance so far.  I probably should; it’s nine hours away.  My knees turn rubbery at this thought.  Grace grabs one arm and Maddy the other before I can collapse.  “I think I need to sit down,” I mumble.
 
   They walk me over to a stool, which I gratefully sink onto.  I look down at my feet, at the worn sneakers not nearly sexy enough to wear on stage.  I’ll probably have to wear heels; I imagine myself on stage in the heels; I trip over a microphone cord or something and then topple into the front row.  “This is a really bad idea,” I say.  “I’m not a performer.”
 
   “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Maddy says.  “It’ll be just like the other day.  You go up there and do your best.”
 
   “But it’s different this time.  I’m not some drunk girl doing karaoke.  People will expect me to be professional, you know?”
 
   “Most people will be too buzzed to notice.  They probably won’t even hear you.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Grace takes her turn to try to comfort me.  “Think what a great opportunity this is.  You have a chance to do something not a lot of other people get to do.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Maddy and I couldn’t do it.  You’ve heard us sing.”
 
   I think of what Dr. Macintosh said when I sang for him.  “You really think I’m good?”
 
   “You’re amazing.  If you tried out for American Idol you’d get to Hollywood for sure,” Maddy says.  “After that it’s just a popularity contest.”
 
   “But if you don’t want to do it, that’s all right,” Grace says.  “We’ll still support you.”
 
   I think of my first session with Dr. Macintosh.  He said I needed to get out of my shell more.  I did when I got up on that stage and look what happened:  I found a hidden talent and got a chance to make three hundred bucks.  I can’t back down now, can I?
 
   “Thanks, guys.  I’ll do it.”
 
   “That’s great!”  I’m always torn when Maddy hugs me.  Part of me is glad for the warmth and comfort of a friend.  The rest of me remembers all those times when little Maddy would wrap her arms around my neck as I carried her to her room.  The latter can’t happen anymore.  “Have you thought about what to sing?”
 
   “What?  Oh, I don’t know.  I thought I’d wait until I got there like before.”
 
   “No no no,” Maddy says.  “You can’t just wing it.  You got to practice.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “It’s a good idea,” Grace says.  “It’ll help you feel more comfortable when you get up there.”
 
   Grace has a good point.  If I have a solid game plan beforehand, I won’t panic as much once I get there.  “What do you think I should sing?”
 
   “Not more oldies,” Maddy says.  She puts a finger down her throat for emphasis.
 
   “I don’t know much else,” I say.  “We weren’t big into music in my house.”
 
   “Let’s go find something,” Maddy says.  She takes my arm and yanks me off the stool.
 
   ***
 
   The first time I was nineteen, my music collection consisted of records piled up in my apartment.  Creedence Clearwater Revival was always my favorite, but I also had Led Zeppelin, Springsteen, the Stones, and of course the Beatles.  Those are all “oldies” now, the kind of music that makes Maddy gag.
 
   Her music collection is contained on her laptop and cell phone.  I haven’t heard of any of it and most of it I don’t want to.  I certainly can’t imagine myself on a stage to sing about some boy who broke my heart or how hot I am or shit like that.  The grumpy old man in me grumbles that music was a lot better in my day.
 
   We listen to clips for an hour before Maddy shakes her head.  “Jesus, Stace, you may have a great voice but you got a tin ear.”
 
   Grace is there to pat me on the knee.  “Don’t worry about it.  You sing whatever you want.  It’s your show.”
 
   “Even oldies?”
 
   “Sure.  Hey, I got an idea.”  Grace brings up more music.  Hers is the complete opposite of Maddy’s, the kind of music popular before I was born.  
 
   “That’s not even oldies.  That’s prehistoric,” Maddy says.
 
   “Ignore her,” Grace says.  “I think you’d be great at this.  Real old school music.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.  “It’s a lot to learn in a couple hours.”
 
   “Well, what do you know?” Maddy asks.
 
   Oldies, I think.  I remember when I used to sing Creedence in the car, how little Maddy would whine about it to make me turn it off.  She would have me put in one of her Disney tapes, usually Beauty and the Beast—
 
   “Disney,” I say.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Disney songs.  Like Beauty and the Beast.  Aladdin.  Lion King,” I say.  I list the movies Maddy watched endlessly as a child.
 
   “I don’t know,” Grace says.  “These are grown-ups, not kids.”
 
   Maddy elbows her partner in the ribs.  “Don’t listen to her.  I think it’s a brilliant idea.  I used to have all of those on tape.  Mom probably threw them out though.”  Her face brightens with a smile.  “But hey, that’s what iTunes is for, right?”
 
   ***
 
   I get home at six o’clock, which is about ninety minutes earlier than usual.  Tess is already in the kitchen, hard at work on a pot roast.  “That smells good,” I say.
 
   She jumps a little at this.  “Oh my.  You gave me quite a start.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “You’re home early.”
 
   “We closed early.”  I look down at my feet and shift my weight; I always feel awkward in Tess’s presence.  There’s something regal about her that makes me feel like a child.  “Actually, I’m going out tonight.  There’s this karaoke bar—”
 
   “A bar?”
 
   “It’s not like that.  I’m just hanging around with Madison and Grace—”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Tess says.  She’s known Madison ever since Maddy was born, but that doesn’t mean Tess approves of her lifestyle.  “A place like that isn’t fit for a girl your age.”
 
   “But I’m not going to drink.  I’m going to sing.”
 
   “You can sing right here in your room.”
 
   “They’re paying me to sing.  Three hundred dollars.”
 
   Tess stares at me in disbelief.  She’s never heard me sing before, not even in church.  “How long are you going to be there?”
 
   “I’m supposed to go on at nine.  It’ll probably be an hour or two.”
 
   “You know I don’t like you going out on your own at night.”
 
   “Maddy and Grace will be there.”  That’s not a point in my favor.  I hasten to add, “Maybe you and Uncle Jake could come too?  I’d really like you there for support.  Please, Aunt Tess?”
 
   Tess thinks for a moment and then nods.  “If it’s that important to you, sweetheart, we’ll be in the front row.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I shift nervously again.  “I thought maybe you could help me get ready.  I don’t want to make a mess of it.”
 
   “Certainly.  You just go upstairs and I’ll be up in a few minutes.”
 
   “OK.”  I kiss Tess on the cheek and then bound up the stairs to get ready for my big night.  In a couple of hours I’ll be a professional singer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Maddy and Grace are in the club.  Maddy grabs my hand and squeals.  “Look at you!  That’s such a great dress.”
 
   “That dress is really nice,” Grace says.  She wraps me in a hug and pats my back.
 
   “You really think it looks all right?” I ask.  The dress is one of the expensive ones I bought last year, a strapless red number I’m surprised Tess let me wear out of the house.
 
   “Gaga has nothing on you,” Maddy says and I decide to take that as a compliment.  Maddy and Grace share pleasantries with Jake and Tess.  Maddy motions to the front of the room, by the stage.  “We already got a table.  You can sit with us.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful,” Tess says.
 
   There’s someone else with a front-row seat.  It takes me a moment to recognize Dr. Macintosh.  He sits on the opposite side of the room from my little fan club.  When the doctor waves to me, I excuse myself from the others.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be backstage?” he asks.
 
   “I guess,” I say.  I look down at my shoes, heels that cost almost as much as the dress.  “I’m not really into the whole showbiz thing.”
 
   “That must be your aunt and uncle,” he says.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And your friends?  Madison and Grace?”
 
   “Yes.”  I can feel my cheeks turn warm as I remember what I said about Grace during our sessions.  “Grace is the taller one.”
 
   “I see.  She is attractive, isn’t she?”
 
   My head snaps up.  I glare at Dr. Macintosh.  “Did you come here to spy on me?”
 
   “Of course not.  I came to support you.”
 
   “Well you have a funny way of doing it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says.  He smiles at me.  “It’s hard to leave it in the office.  That’s why I try not to get involved with patients.”
 
   ‘“Involved?’  Is that what we are?”
 
   “Not in that sense.  I only mean I don’t usually visit with patients outside of the office.”
 
   “Then why are you?”
 
   “Your little audition this morning piqued my curiosity.”
 
   “I see.  Plus you get to see my friends and family, right?  Get a little background on me?”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “I hope you enjoy the show.  We’ll talk about it in our next session.”
 
   I turn on my heels, something that would have killed me a year ago.  I summon what dignity I have to march back over to my friends and family.  Jake, being a cop, is already watching Dr. Macintosh.  “Who’s that?” he asks.
 
   “A teacher from school.  He came for moral support.”
 
   “Maybe we should ask him to sit with us,” Tess says.
 
   “No!” I say.  I don’t want Maddy and Grace to realize I’m seeing a shrink.  “I’m going to get ready.”
 
   “You want any help?” Maddy asks.
 
   “I’d rather be alone,” I say.  “So I can get my head together.”
 
   Before I can leave, Grace takes my hand.  I hope Dr. Macintosh doesn’t see this.  “Just remember to breathe.  If you get nervous, close your eyes and imagine you’re somewhere safe, all by yourself.”
 
   “OK.  Thanks.”
 
   Maddy crushes me in a hug.  “Break a leg, kid.”
 
   I just hope I don’t take that literally.
 
   The emcee raises an eyebrow when I give him my song selections.  “This isn’t a nursery school, you know,” he grumbles.
 
   “I don’t know many other songs.”
 
   I stalk over to a stool.  I remember Grace’s advice and take a few deep breaths to force air into my lungs.  The last time I was on stage to perform was in second grade.  I played one of the wise men in the Christmas pageant at church.  I only had one line:  “We seek the chosen one.”  When it came my turn to speak, my mind went to mush.  All I could get out was, “Hi.”  After that I was relegated to the chorus or backstage.
 
   This is a lot bigger than a church pageant.  It’s a long way from the Hollywood Bowl too, but it’s still a professional gig.  If I do this right, I could land other gigs, ones that pay even better.  In time I might even be able to cut an album, go out on tour with some big act.  My stomach churns as I think of myself on stage at a sports arena, so tiny against a sea of humanity.
 
   I shouldn’t be here.  I should be at home, on the couch to watch Grey’s Anatomy with Tess while Jake works in his study.  Or else I could be out at a movie with Maddy and Grace.  I would sit off to one side and try to focus on the movie while Maddy and Grace focus on each other.
 
   I’m still on the stool when I hear the emcee announce me.  He calls me a “talented songbird.”  Jesus.  I’m not a songbird.  I’m not some little nightingale or mockingbird who jumps around on a little trapeze in a cage for someone’s amusement.  Am I?
 
   I hear the audience applaud.  It’s now or never.  I turn to look towards the emergency exit.  Then I think of Maddy, Grace, Jake, and Tess.  I won’t let them down. 
 
   ***
 
   The karaoke bar is standing-room only.  There must be two hundred people in here.  Word must have gotten around about my last performance.  I take a deep breath and wish I’d rehearsed some patter for when I came up to the microphone.
 
   Like my last public performance, I squeak, “Hi.”  The microphone at least works.  I clear my throat into it.  “I’m, um, I’m going to sing a couple of songs.  I hope you enjoy them.”
 
   I’m grateful for the screen with the words on it, because my mind has turned to mush again.  I’ve heard “Beauty and the Beast” a thousand times at least, but I can’t remember any of it as the music begins to play.  While the intro plays, I take another deep breath to clear my mind.
 
   I have to force the first words out of my mouth.  I practically read them off the screen.  Shit, I think.  Everyone will laugh at me.  Someone will probably put it on the Internet so the whole world can make me a punch line.
 
   I’m about to bolt when I hear a shrill whistle.  “We love you, Stacey!” Maddy shouts.
 
   The tension melts away.  I smile as I think of all those times with Maddy in the car, when she sang this very song.  Now it’s my turn to sing it for her.  I turn away from the screen, to focus on her.  I don’t need the screen anymore.
 
   I almost do what Grace suggested.  Instead of some imaginary happy place, the rest of the karaoke bar falls away.  It’s just me and Maddy, back in the car.  I see Maddy as she was back then, the way her chubby face lit up as the music played.  Those were some of the best times between us, before I slipped out of her life.
 
   The rest of the bar comes back in a rush as I finish.  I flinch as I hear the applause, which reminds me there are other people in the room.  Maddy of course leads the cheers and gives another shrill whistle.  I feel my face turn warm from so much attention.
 
   The next song goes a little more smoothly.  By the third one I get the hang of it and let myself go with the flow of the music.  I even risk a look around the bar at some of the other people who’ve paid their hard-earned money to hear me sing.
 
   My gaze settles on Dr. Macintosh.  He sits in the corner, legs crossed as if he’s in one of our sessions.  All he needs is the pad of paper and a pen.  I’m sure he’s taking mental notes to discuss with me later.  He meets my gaze and gives me a nod.  There’s a smirk on his face; he’s probably congratulating himself about my progress.
 
   The two kids about my age behind the doctor also smirk.  It’s a different kind of smirk, though.  I stumble over a line of the song as I realize they’re ogling me.  One shouts, “Take it off!”  
 
   I turn back to Dr. Macintosh.  He’s still got that smirk on his face.  He’s not as overt as the others, but it’s still the same.  He’s not here to take notes; he’s here to make a move on me.  I imagine he’ll go back after the show to butter me up with some compliments.  Then he’ll lean down to kiss my lips—
 
   I stop singing.  For a moment I just stare at the audience.  “I’m sorry,” I mumble into the microphone.
 
   Then I run.
 
   ***
 
   Some internal guidance system directs me back to the place where my new life began—more or less.  The change actually happened underwater, at the bottom of the harbor.  I still remember how I watched from the outside, like one of those out-of-body experiences, as I went from Detective Steve Fischer to a young woman who would eventually be named Stacey Chance.
 
   I’m not at the bottom of the harbor this time.  I’m on a park bench by the waterfront, outside a private marina.  There are a variety of boats in the marina, some with sails and some with plain old motors.  Some are the size of an RV while others are more the size of a destroyer.  This is the place where Stacey was born.
 
   I woke up on a metal pier at the edge of the harbor.  I can’t get to it right now, not unless I want to jump into the harbor and swim to it.  I’m not that desperate, yet.  For now I’m content to sit on the bench and hug myself in a vain attempt to warm myself.  This dress isn’t suited for a chilly night.
 
   I don’t know how I got to this place.  All I remember is I ran out of the karaoke bar.  How long ago was that?  From the look of the sky it’s still night, probably no later than midnight.  I’ve run for a couple of hours at most.  I don’t feel that winded from the effort.  This body always has  run well.
 
   When I woke up in this place the first time I ran all the way from here to my old apartment.  I didn’t have anything but an oversized jacket and galoshes I stole from one of the yachts in the harbor.  At least this time I have the dress and my shoes.  The latter comes as a surprise.  The last time I ran around the city in a panic I kicked my shoes off and cut the hell out of my feet.  Maybe my subconscious remembered that.  It probably helps that I’ve gotten used to women’s shoes since then.
 
   Something touches my shoulder.  I spin around and gasp.  “Hey,” Maddy says.  “We’ve been looking all over for you.”
 
   “Well you found me.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Have to be somewhere.”
 
   “You mind having some company?”
 
   “It’s a free country.”  I slide over so Maddy can sit down next to me.
 
   “You really had us all worried.  Jake put an APB out on you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Tess is totally freaked.  I think she thought you’d do something, you know?”
 
   I stare at the water and think of how easy it would be to jump in and swim until I tire and drown.  Or I could jump off a building.  Find something sharp to slit my wrists.  There are plenty of ways to kill yourself in this city if you want to do it bad enough.  Tess has probably thought of all of them right now.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I didn’t mean to worry her.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  I can call her.  If you want me to.”
 
   “Like I said, it’s a free country.”
 
   “How long are you planning to stay out here?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well you should probably find something a little warmer to wear before you turn blue.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I wish Grace were here.  She’d know what to say.  Talking with crazy people is what she does.”
 
   “You think I’m crazy?”
 
   “Would a sane person leave in the middle of her set?”
 
   “That doesn’t make me crazy.  Just a coward.”
 
   “Was it stage fright?  From where I was sitting you were doing really good.  It was unbelievable, really.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So why’d you stop?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I felt sick.”
 
   “You felt so sick you ran halfway across the city?”
 
   “Fresh air does me good.”
 
   “Come on, Stace.  I thought we were friends.”
 
   “We are.”
 
   “Then why can’t you tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Maybe because I don’t know myself.”
 
   Maddy puts her arm around my shoulder.  She pulls me against her body.  The warmth of her body helps to take some of the chill off.  “It’s all right.  I’m sure you can find somewhere else to perform.”
 
   “I don’t want to perform.  I’m not one of those organ grinder monkeys.”  I tear myself away from Maddy and get to my feet.  “I don’t want to be a singer, I don’t want to run Grace’s store, and I don’t want to go back to college!”
 
   “Then what do you want?  Huh?  Just tell me and I’ll help you do it.”
 
   I stare at her helplessly, unable to say what I really want.  I want to be her dad again.  I thought being Maddy’s friend would be enough, but it’s not.  I want her to run to me for advice, not to dispense it to me like my big sister.  “I—”
 
   Before I can say anything else, I feel something prick my shoulder.  At first I think I’ve been shot again, but when I look down I see it’s a tranquilizer dart, the kind used to put down escaped zoo animals.  “What the—?”
 
   My legs turn to goo; I drop to the ground.  Maddy starts to scream, but then a gloved hand clamps over her mouth.  Before I pass out, I see black shapes surround us.  I figure before long I’ll end up back at the bottom of the harbor, only this time I won’t wake up.
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Chapter 8
 
   I’ve been in hospital rooms a few times.  You can’t be a cop for thirty years in this city and not wind up in a hospital once or twice.  In my case it was three times, if you don’t count the time Big Al pulled a bullet out of my shoulder.
 
   So I have enough experience to recognize the beeping and humming of hospital machines to monitor my vital signs with my eyes still closed.  I lie suspended in that place between sleep and wakefulness; my last moments of consciousness come back slowly to me.  Maddy and I were on the waterfront, by that private marina where I first woke up as a woman.  We argued—until a tranquilizer dart hit me in the arm.
 
   I know I ought to wake up and raise some hell about the situation, but I’m still groggy from the tranquilizer dart.  I wonder what they gave me?  I wonder too if it will have any interaction with the FY-1978 still in my blood?  Dr. Palmer has cautioned me about that a few times.  I try not to even take an aspirin if I can help it in case some allergic reaction causes me to grow a third arm or something.
 
   I open my eyes.  It’s dark in the room, but the light from the machines is enough for me to see I’m not in a hospital room.  Overhead I see steel beams instead of ceiling tiles.  There’s not enough light for me to see where the roof is, but it’s probably a few stories up.  Where the hell am I?
 
   I try to sit up; I don’t get very far.  Something holds me down.  I turn my head to the side, enough to see straps that hold me down to a bed that’s a glorified gurney.  I try to move my legs, but they’re strapped down too.  At least they let me move my head around.
 
   I turn my head to the other side and see the machines that monitor my vitals.  I have no idea if the numbers are good or not.  Beside the machines are two metal stands with plastic bags that hang from them.  The one that’s full is probably an IV for nutrients.  The empty one could be one I already used up.
 
   I thrash around on the gurney, but the straps are too strong for me to break.  Then again at the moment they could be made of paper and I might not be able to break them.  My limbs feel like someone filled them with wet sand.  I try to move around anyway, until I see part of the reason for my weariness.
 
   My left arm looks like that of a drug addict.  The skin is paler than Kristen Stewart’s in those Twilight movies Maddy likes to watch.  Someone’s taken my blood with a needle.  Why someone would do that is obvious:  FY-1978.  Did Lennox Pharmaceuticals decide to take a few unauthorized samples from me?  Or maybe I had a reaction to the tranquilizer and Dr. Palmer took some blood to analyze.  This might be some secret company lab where they can keep it quiet.
 
   I won’t get any answers on my back.  I want to scream, but I can’t.  My throat is too dry.  I spend another minute to work up some spit into my mouth.  What finally comes out is more of a wheeze than a scream. 
 
   But it’s enough.  I hear footsteps.
 
   ***
 
   I close my eyes a second before a light comes on.  I open my eyes slowly to give myself time to adjust to the light.  With the light, I can see I’m not in an actual room, just an area sectioned off by some dark green curtains.  The ceiling is as high as I imagined before, which means I’m probably in a converted factory or warehouse.  But why?
 
   The curtain parts and I get my first visitor.  It’s an Asian woman, dressed in a white smock that looks more appropriate for a butcher than a nurse.  The woman is probably four inches shorter than I am, but ten pounds or so heavier.  When she smiles, wrinkles spread out from the corners of her eyes and mouth; she’s probably in her early forties then.  Her teeth are yellowed and crooked, which means she doesn’t make a lot of money at whatever she does.
 
   “Hello Stacey,” she says.
 
   “I know you?” I croak.
 
   “Not yet.  I am Qiang, your caretaker.”  She bows slightly to me.  There’s a thick accent to indicate she didn’t come here very long ago from the Far East.
 
   “Where—?”
 
   She shushes me and then presses a warm hand to my forehead.  “Relax,” she says.  “I will not hurt you.”
 
   “What—?”
 
   She cuts me off again; this time she dribbles water into my mouth.  I swish it around for a few moments, to taste for anything funny in it.  It seems like regular lukewarm water.  I swallow it and wait to pass out again, but I don’t.
 
   The water loosens up my throat enough that I can ask, “Where am I?”
 
   “You are safe.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “That I cannot say.”
 
   “Can’t or won’t?”
 
   “I cannot say.”
 
   “What about Maddy?  Can you tell me where she is?”
 
   “Your friend?  She is being cared for.”
 
   I think of all those little pinpricks in my arm.  Are they “caring” for Maddy in the same way?  “What do you want with her?”
 
   “I cannot say.”
 
   “Goddamnit, if you hurt her—”  I try to break through the straps, but I’m still too weak.  Qiang pushes me back down and pins me by the shoulders.
 
   “Do not move.  You will hurt yourself.”
 
   “You mean you’ll hurt me.”
 
   “I have no wish to hurt you.  I am here to care for you.”
 
   “If you want to care for me, how about letting me go home?”
 
   “I cannot do that.”
 
   “Then give me a phone so I can call my uncle.”
 
   “That is not possible.”
 
   “Why not?  You got him in here too?”
 
   “I cannot say.”
 
   “Lot of help you are.”
 
   Qiang squints behind her glasses at my monitors.  “You must relax, please.”
 
   “How can I relax when I don’t know where I am or what you’re doing to me?”
 
   Her hand moves to stroke my hair.  She smiles at me again.  “Do not worry, you are in no danger.  Neither is your friend.”
 
   “Prove it.  Let me see Maddy.”
 
   “You will, in time.  When you are strong enough.  For now, rest.  Relax.”
 
   “I don’t want to, you—”  I don’t see the needle, but I feel it prick my neck.  A few moments later, I’m asleep again.
 
   ***
 
   The next time I wake up, the room is dark again.  My throat is moist enough that I can call out for Maddy.  If there aren’t real rooms in this building then maybe she’ll be able to hear me.  My voice still isn’t very strong; I can’t even hear an echo of my attempted shout.  My singing career might be over before it ever began.
 
   I start to laugh at this thought.  The hoarse laughter hurts my tender throat, but I can’t stop myself.  I laugh until tears come to my eyes.  I can’t do anything to wipe them away, not with my hands tied down.  This only prompts me to laugh harder at my ridiculous situation.
 
   The first thing to do in a situation like this is to evaluate my surroundings.  It’s too bad my “caretaker” couldn’t have left a scalpel or some other sharp implement where I could grab it.  From what I can tell I have on a standard hospital gown, so there aren’t any pockets where I might find something useful.  My head can’t move enough and the straps are much too strong for me to bite my way through.
 
   With that established, I wiggle my hands to see if there’s any slack to my bonds.  They stay as tight as before around my wrists.  I try my legs with similar results.  I try to think of something else.  My hands can move enough to feel the sides of the gurney.  I poke around to search for a piece of metal that might break off for use as a shiv.  I can’t find anything weak enough for me to break off, not in my current condition.  For the moment I’m trapped about as well as anyone can be.
 
   I’ve got to do something.  I can’t just lie here while they do God only knows what to my daughter.  I start to thrash against the straps again; I hope I can get one of those surges of adrenaline they talk about in the news that lets a mother lift a car off of her baby.  All that happens for me is I tire myself out after a couple of minutes.  Tired and defeated, there’s nothing left to do but scream, “You monsters!  Let her go!”
 
   My little tirade finally gets some attention.  It’s not Qiang who answers.  A man’s voice hisses, “Don’t worry, Mr. Fischer.  We have no intention of harming your daughter, so long as you’re a good girl and cooperate.”
 
   It’s too dark for me to see who’s said this.  I turn my head as much as possible, but I still don’t see anyone.  “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I say.  “My name is Stacey—”
 
   The light comes on and my whimper swallows the rest of my sentence.  When I’ve blinked most of the green and purple blobs away, I see the man who’s spoken beside the gurney.  Like Qiang he’s Asian, only he wears a black suit and horned-rim glasses.  He’s got one of those Bluetooth things on his left ear; is that so he can keep in touch with Qiang and any hired muscle he’s got here?
 
   He bends over the gurney to look into my eyes.  I try not to flinch at this.  I have to be strong, try to intimidate him.  That won’t be easy since he holds all of the cards right now.  “Your daughter looks so much like you.  It’s uncanny.”
 
   “She’s not my daughter.  She’s my friend.  I don’t know who this Mr. Fischer is, but he’s got nothing to do with us.”
 
   The man steps back.  He smiles beneath his mustache.  “There’s no need to lie, Mr. Fischer.  I know all about FY-1978.  I know more about it than you do.  Perhaps even more than your friend Dr. Palmer.”
 
   “Did you take her too?”
 
   “No need.  We already have her work.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We have our sources.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Oh, how impolite of me to forget that.  My name is Dr. Huang Ling.”
 
   “Ling?  Are you—?”
 
   “Yes, he was my father.”  Ling’s eyes narrow behind his glasses.  “He was the one you murdered the first time we tried to obtain the FY-1978 formula.”
 
   “I didn’t kill him.  That was Artie Luther and his goons.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me.  I know everything.  You were the one who convinced my father to balk at Mr. Luther’s offer.  If not for your interference, he would have bought the formula and left without incident.”
 
   I laugh at this.  “You really think that?  Lex was never going to let your father walk out of there alive.  Soon as he had the money, he would have had those guys in the Mercedes mow your father down.  You can count on that.”
 
   I wait for Ling to slap me or maybe wring my neck, but he doesn’t.  He only nods slightly.  “There’s no way to know for certain, is there?  I will still hold you responsible for his death, as I am bound to do by family honor.”
 
   “So that’s what this is about?  Revenge?”
 
   “That is only a pleasant secondary benefit.”  He grabs my left arm at the elbow and runs his thumb along my track marks.  “What I am most concerned with is your blood.”
 
   “Why?  You said you already have the FY-1978.  You probably got the original formula and Dr. Nath’s notes, right?”
 
   “Very true, but that is still not a working model of the serum.  For that, we need your blood.”
 
   “Fine, you have my blood.  Now let us go.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  You would most certainly tell your friend the police officer.  We can’t afford any interference at this juncture.”
 
   “What am I going to tell him?  I don’t know anything except your name.  You’ll probably be back in China before we could find you.”
 
   “Perhaps, but I see no reason to take the chance.”
 
   “That’s no reason to keep Maddy.  She doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “That is also very true.  You haven’t told her who you really are, have you?  She thinks of you only as her dear friend.”  When he touches my hair, I flinch.  “You wanted to protect her, like any father would.  That is why my father wouldn’t let me go to the meeting with Mr. Luther.”
 
   “He was a smart man then, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Not smart enough to avoid his fate.”
 
   “Look, I’ll do whatever you want.  Just let Madison go.  She’s not part of this.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Her presence will guarantee your cooperation with our experiments.”
 
   “What experiments?”
 
   “You’ll find out, in time.  For now, you need to rest.  Miss Qiang will give you something to help you sleep.”
 
   Before I can say anything, I feel the needle in my neck again.  Once more everything goes dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   There’s no clock or window so I can’t keep track of time.  Every so often I wake up for a few minutes, long enough to see I’m still strapped to the gurney.  I make a feeble attempt to break the straps that hold me down.  When that fails I call out for Maddy.  I never hear her answer me.
 
   Qiang comes in a minute later.  She touches my forehead and then says her usual, “You must relax.  You are safe here.”
 
   “I want to see my daughter.  I want to see Maddy!”
 
   I never see the needle until it’s too late.  There’s the slight prick in my neck and then everything begins to fade again.  I’m not sure how many times this cycle repeats itself.  Everything runs together into one long nightmare.
 
   One time I wake up and things are different.  I hear a rumble like a car’s engine.  I can’t see anything but a hazy brown light.  It’s warm around me.  I feel my breath against my face.  They must have a bag over my head.  I try again to free myself.  It doesn’t take Qiang so long to come to me this time.
 
   “Do not worry, Stacey.  Everything is all right.”
 
   “Where are you taking me?  Where’s Maddy?”
 
   Qiang doesn’t answer me; she lets the needle do it for her.  I feel it prick my neck and then the hazy brown light turns to blackness.
 
   The next time I wake up, something is different.  There’s more light in the room; sunlight comes through a crack in the wall.  When I turn my head, I see a wall with a chalkboard on it.  There are wrinkled signs with the letters of the alphabet written in cursive.
 
   I’m in a classroom.  From the dank smell of the place, not one that’s been used for a while.  They must have taken me from that warehouse to an old elementary school, one that’s been closed down.  That narrows my location down to about two-dozen possible places.  That is if I’m still in the city.  By now they might have carted me across the country, or even across the ocean to China.
 
   There’s another difference I note when I start to thrash around on the gurney.  There aren’t any straps to hold me down, so my thrashing lands me on the floor, hard.  I lay dazed for a moment before I sit up.  I don’t have on a hospital gown anymore; I’m clad in dark blue pajamas.  I roll up the left sleeve of the pajama top.  I have to squint in the darkness to see the skin of my elbow.  It’s still pale as a ghost, but there aren’t so many puncture marks.
 
   My muscles have atrophied from all that time spent on a gurney.  I have to grab onto the bed in order to lever myself into a standing position.  My knees are still wobbly after a few moments on my feet.  I plant one hand against the wall to help support me as I survey my new prison.
 
   Dr. Ling and Qiang have been careful not to leave me anything too useful.  There aren’t any tools around.  No loose boards I can pry apart.  The closest to a weapon I can find is a mildewed history textbook.  I flip through the table of contents; the textbook stops after the Watergate scandal.  Either this school closed thirty years ago or they didn’t bother to update their books for a while.
 
   The door is solid wood, on which is still a cutout of a centipede with a mortarboard atop its head.  I try the knob, but of course it won’t open.  If I look around I might find something I can use to pick the lock.  I doubt they’re so stupid as to not have another lock on the outside, probably a padlock.  If I’m really valuable to them they might have a fancy computerized lock on the door.
 
   The boards over the windows are on the outside.  I give them a few good pushes anyway, or as good as I can do in my weakened condition.  There’s nothing in the room I can use as a battering ram, just the gurney and a bedpan.  Out of desperation I look up at the ceiling.  Maybe if I can climb up on the gurney I can free the tiles.
 
   I manage to stand on top of the gurney for all of two seconds before my knees buckle.  I drop onto the gurney; it collapses onto its side.  I hit my head on the floor hard enough that I see stars.  As I lie on the floor in a daze again, tears come to my eyes.
 
   Then I hear a tap on the wall.  “Stace?  Is that you?” Maddy’s voice hisses.
 
   I crawl over to the wall.  I give it a tap.  “Maddy?”
 
   “Stace?”
 
   “Are you all right?  Are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine.  Just a little tired.  What’s going on?  Where are we?”
 
   “We’re in an old school.  I’m not sure where.”
 
   “Who are these people?  What do they want?”
 
   I’ve never told Maddy anything about Lennox Pharmaceuticals or FY-1978.  She and Grace think I’m a nineteen-year-old girl who ran away from her abusive parents three years ago.  Through the wall of an elementary school-turned-prison isn’t how I want to explain the truth.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.  “They’re doing some kind of medical tests on me.  Have they done anything to you?”
 
   “No.  This Chinese lady keeps giving me a shot to knock me out.”
 
   “Me too.”  I press against the wall.  I wish I could break through it so I could hug Maddy, tell her everything’s going to be all right.  Or maybe she could do the same for me.  “We’re going to get out of here.  It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Sure it will,” Maddy says.  I can hear her bitterness through the wall.
 
   “No, listen, can you stand on your bed?  Try to pop one of the ceiling tiles.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   I’m not sure how long it is before she taps on the wall to get my attention.  “It’s no good,” she says.  “It’s too small.”
 
   “That’s all right,” I say.  I try to keep my voice calm.  “We’ll find another way.  Is there anything you can use for a weapon?”
 
   “All that’s in here is the bed, a bedpan, and a globe.  I don’t think those would do much.”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “How long have we been here?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’m sure Uncle Jake has everyone out looking for us.”
 
   “They’ll never find us here,” Maddy says.  I can hear her muffled sob through the wall.  “What are they going to do to us?”
 
   Maddy’s tears make me want to cry again.  I tell myself I have to be strong right now.  “Madison, listen to me,” I say.  I muster as much authority as I can with my songbird voice.  “We’re not going to die here.  We’re going to find a way out.  I promise.”
 
   “Sure,” she says.
 
   “We just have to stay calm and think.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   I run through everything I already tried.  Maddy’s done it with her cell too.  Dr. Ling’s done a nice job with the place.  But there has to be a weakness somewhere.  We just need to find it and exploit it.
 
   I hear a metallic rattle at the door, probably that padlock I imagined.  “Someone’s coming,” I whisper to Maddy.  Then I hurry to put the gurney back.  It’s hard work given how weak I am.  I jump on top of the bed as Qiang appears through the doorway.
 
   She carries a metal tray.  I worry at first that it might be another shot or surgical tools or something like that, but then I smell food.  “It is time to eat,” she says.  “You need to get your strength back.”
 
   “So you can take more blood?”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   If I weren’t so weak I’d try to knock her down and then make a break for it.  Dr. Ling probably has guards somewhere, but it would be better than to sit around and wait for him to dispose of me like so many used needles.  At the moment, though, I doubt I could run ten yards before I collapse from exhaustion.
 
   She sets the tray on the end of the bed.  It looks like some kind of stew, a roll, and a glass of milk.  “Shouldn’t you be serving fried rice and egg rolls?” I ask.
 
   “I thought this would be more to your liking,” she says.  “I can send it back.”
 
   The pained expression on her face indicates I’ve actually hurt her feelings.  Maybe there’s a way out of here after all.  “No, this will be fine,” I say.  The utensils she gives me are plastic, not strong enough to even give her a nasty scratch.
 
   I dig into the stew.  That’s not part of the act; I’m really hungry after nothing but IV fluids for however long it’s been.  “This is good.  Did you make it?”
 
   “Yes.  It is a family recipe.”
 
   “So you’ve made it for your family?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “But not anymore?  They didn’t come to America with you?”
 
   The pained expression comes across Qiang’s face again.  “This is not an appropriate conversation.  I will pick up your tray in a few hours.  Does your bedpan need changing?”
 
   “No, not yet.  Wouldn’t it be easier to let me use the bathroom?  I assume there’s one in this place somewhere.”
 
   “That would not be acceptable.  The bedpan will have to suffice.”  The way she marches out of the room with her back ramrod straight and legs stiff tells me she’s trying not to break down after what I said.  Something in her past haunts her, something about her family.  If I can work on her a little bit, maybe she’ll help me and Maddy escape.  
 
   Qiang stops by the next time while I thumb through the history book.  I didn’t do so well in my American history class at community college, despite that I’d lived through the last fifty years of history.  “I don’t suppose you could get me something else to read?  A newspaper maybe?”
 
   “I will ask about that.”
 
   “Dr. Ling, right?  He’s the one running the show?”
 
   “It is not my place to say.”
 
   She takes the tray from where I left it on the floor.  I left her a little present in the bedpan too.  She picks up the bedpan delicately, but doesn’t show any sign of revulsion.  She’s probably done this before.  “So are you a nurse back in your country?”
 
   “Dr. Ling says I should not answer such personal questions.”
 
   “I see.  He’s probably watching us right now, isn’t he?  This is a real nice prison he’s built for us.  How long is he planning to keep us here?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “Is he going to hurt Madison?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   I jump off the bed.  I take a few steps towards her.  I lower my voice to make sure Maddy can’t hear me through the wall.  “I have to know:  is he going to hurt my daughter?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   She starts to walk away, but I lunge at her.  I grab her shoulder.  “Tell me!”  I can’t get any farther before someone comes through the door.  Something heavy hits me in the back of the head. 
 
   I’m out before I hit the floor.
 
   ***
 
   I wake up to something cold against the back of my head.  With a groan I reach back and feel an ice pack with a hand on it that’s not mine.  I open my eyes and see Qiang beside me.  I’m back on my bed, the top part of the gurney up so I’m in a reclining position.
 
   “You should not have done that,” Qiang says.
 
   “No kidding,” I grumble.
 
   “You must not try to escape.  You will only end up hurting your daughter.”
 
   Qiang’s probably right about that.  I might be too valuable for Ling to kill, but Maddy isn’t.  “Is she all right?  Did they hurt her?”
 
   “No, she is fine.  For the moment.”
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “I am afraid not.”
 
   “I won’t try to run again.  I just want to know she’s all right.”
 
   “That is not possible.”  She takes the ice pack from my head and then smoothes down my wet hair.  “You must try to relax.  We have no wish to harm either of you.”
 
   “Yet.  But when they’re done with us, what do you think is going to happen?  Those friends of yours will put a couple of bullets into us and then drop us into the river.”
 
   “Dr. Ling would not do that.  He is an honorable man.”
 
   “Just like his father, right?  Did he ever tell you how his father died?”
 
   “That is not relevant.”
 
   “He was trying to buy the formula—the one in my blood—from a gangster named Artie Luther.  The deal went sour and he got shot.”
 
   “That is not relevant,” she says again, but I can see her face tighten.
 
   “These aren’t nice people, Qiang.  Do yourself a favor and get out of here as soon as you can because chances are you’ll end up in the harbor with us.”
 
   “Dr. Ling would not hurt me.”
 
   “Oh no?  You, me, and Maddy can compromise his little operation.  If any of us goes to the cops, he’s screwed.  You really think he’ll keep us around?”
 
   “He promised—”
 
   “Promises aren’t worth a damn from people like that.”
 
   I’m not prepared for her to slap me.  I’ve been hit a lot harder, but the sting is still enough to bring tears to my eyes.  Qiang seems as surprised about it as I am.  She presses the ice pack to my cheek to take away the pain.  “I am sorry, Stacey.  I did not mean to strike you.”
 
   “It’s fine,” I say.  I push the ice pack away from my face.  “What did he promise you?  Money?  A job?  Love?”
 
   “My daughter,” she says.  Then she turns on her heel and storms out.
 
   ***
 
   I wait a little while before I go over to the wall I share with Maddy.  I tap on the wall and hope she’s not asleep—or something worse.  “Maddy?  Are you all right?”
 
   I sigh with relief when I hear Maddy say, “I’m fine.  How about you?”
 
   “Just a little headache thanks to Dr. Ling’s friends.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Dr. Ling.  That’s his name.  The guy who took us.  He hasn’t been in to see you?”
 
   “No, just that woman.  I know this sounds weird, but she seems nice.”
 
   “I know.  But we have to remember she’s the enemy.”
 
   “Right.”  Through the wall I hear Maddy sigh.  “What do you think Grace is doing right now?”
 
   “Probably thinking about you.”  Thinking about us, I want to say.
 
   “I miss her so much.  I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye to her.”  I hear Maddy start to cry.
 
   I desperately wish I could break through the wall so I could hold her.  All I can do is sit there and say, “It’ll be all right, Maddy.  You’ll see Grace again.  We’ll find a way out of this.”
 
   “I know,” she says with a sniffle.  “I’m going to sleep now, OK?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll be right here if you need anything.”  I fetch the pillows off the gurney, and make myself a nest by the wall.  For hours I listen to Maddy cry before her sobs finally turn to the soft breathing of sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Now that there’s a little bit of light in my cell and no one constantly drugs me, I can keep better track of the days.  The plastic utensils Qiang gives me for my meals can’t do anything to a person, but the prongs of the fork can scratch the wall.  That lets me keep track of how long Maddy and I have been here.
 
   As the notches start to pile up, I continue to work on Qiang.  But since she mentioned Ling’s promise about her daughter, Qiang has all but clammed up.  She still encourages me to eat and relax, though now with an iciness in her voice.  Maddy’s noticed the difference too.  We spend a lot of our time talking through the wall.  I read from the history textbook sometimes to help us stay occupied.
 
   Other times Maddy talks about life outside of this awful place.  I start to feel like a priest in a confessional as she opens up to me.  “Last Christmas Mom finally asked me the Question.”
 
   “What question is that?” I ask.
 
   “When am I going to settle down and make her some grandchildren?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.  She just blurted it out over dessert, after Number Four went to watch football or something like that.”
 
   Number Four would be my ex-wife’s fourth husband, the third after me.  I’ve never met any of them; Maddy hasn’t reintroduced me to my wife yet.  I haven’t been adamant to make that happen either.  “She does know about you and Grace, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “Sort of?”
 
   “She knows I’m a lesbian.  She was really cool about the whole thing when she found out.  We had one of those Lifetime talks on my bed when I was fifteen.  She said all that stuff about how it’s OK if that’s what makes me happy and everything.”
 
   “Well, that’s good,” I say.  That’s been my opinion of Maddy’s lifestyle as well, not that I ever got the chance to have a heart-to-heart with her about it.  “So she knows you can’t really make a baby, doesn’t she?”
 
   “She knows.”  Maddy stops to laugh bitterly through the wall.  “Mom doesn’t know shit about computers, so I guess she went to the library to ask the librarian about it.  Can you see that?  This old lady asking some dried-up librarian about how lesbians make babies?”
 
   I force myself to laugh.  It’s hard for me to think of Debbie as an “old lady.”  She’s only forty-nine.  To a girl Maddy’s age that’s ancient.  “That’s pretty hard to believe,” I say.
 
   “It gets better.  After she asked me, she brought out all these brochures.”
 
   “Brochures?”
 
   “For sperm banks.  She even offered to make me an appointment.”
 
   “Wow.  And you didn’t take her up on it?”
 
   “God, no!  I’m only twenty-three.  You think I want to have a baby?”
 
   “Well—”  Despite how awkward it would be, part of me relishes the idea of being a grandfather.  Of course I wouldn’t really be the grandfather; I’d be Aunt Stacey.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re part of that old school who thinks every woman should have a kid before she’s thirty?  I mean, you don’t want to have a baby, do you?”
 
   “No!” I say maybe a little too quickly.  My reasons are a little different than Maddy’s.  Besides my body’s age, I’m not sure what would happen if I tried to carry a baby with FY-1978 in my blood.  “I’m sure you’ll be a great mom someday.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.  If we get out of here.”  Neither of us says anything for a while after that.  Then Maddy says, “I guess I’ll hit the hay.  Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight,” I say and then the door to my cell bursts open.  A couple of Dr. Ling’s goons march in.  Before I can get up, they yank me away from the wall by one arm.  “Stacey?” Maddy shouts through the wall.
 
   “It’s all right, Maddy.  Everything will be fine,” I shout.  I hope she can hear me as they drag me away.
 
   ***
 
   The goons drag me through the door of an office.  It probably used to be the principal’s office back in the day.  Now it’s Dr. Ling’s office.  He hasn’t done much with the space, just cleaned up the wooden desk and brought in a new leather chair.  There’s also a lamp on the desk that provides the only light right now.  The shadows from the lamp give his face a sinister look.  That’s probably the idea.
 
   “Have a seat, Mr. Fischer,” he says.
 
   The only other chair is a plastic one meant to accommodate kindergartners.  I feel like a fatty as I sit down on the chair and hear it creak dangerously.  Not to mention the way my ass spills over either side of it.  This is more intimidation, so that I have to look up at him as if he’s a lot bigger than me.
 
   “It’s a pity my guards interrupted you when they did.  Such a touching moment.”
 
   “Why don’t you just tell me what you want?”
 
   Dr. Ling nods and then opens a folder on his desk.  “It seems we’re ready to begin trials of the new serum.”
 
   “Hooray for you.  I suppose that means my usefulness is at an end, right?”
 
   “Not quite.  As I said, we’re ready to begin trials.  That does not mean the drug is complete yet.”
 
   “If you’re not going to kill me, then what do you want?”
 
   “I thought you should be here to witness this momentous occasion.”
 
   “I’d rather you let me see my daughter.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll see her soon enough.”
 
   “What the hell do you mean by that?”
 
   One of the goons who brought me in returns.  This time he carries a little TV set.  He sets it down gently on Ling’s desk.  Ling fusses with the cords before the screen comes to life.  “Very good,” Ling says.  He turns to the guard.  “You may leave Mr. Fischer and I.”
 
   After the guard stomps out of the room, Ling turns the TV so I can see it.  The screen is about as grainy as the surveillance cameras in your local 7-11.  I squint a little to make out a room similar to mine, with a chalkboard that dominates one wall.
 
   In the corner is Maddy.
 
   She looks about like I remember, though a little paler and thinner.  Her hair is longer too, down to almost her waist.  At the moment she has the hair on her right side pushed back as she presses one ear to the wall.  “Stace?  Are you all right?  Are you there?”
 
   “Her concern for you is very touching,” Dr. Ling says.
 
   “Whatever you’re going to do to her, don’t,” I say.  “She hasn’t done anything.  She’s innocent.”
 
   “We’re not going to harm her.  At least not if my calculations are correct.”
 
   “Calculations?  What—?”  I stop as I remember what Ling said.  His version of FY-1978 is ready for trials.  Human trials.  He of course doesn’t want to use it on me and pollute the gold mine in my veins.  And why try it on Qiang or one of his henchmen when he has a perfectly good guinea pig in Maddy?  “No!  You can’t!”
 
   “Of course I can.”
 
   I launch myself across the desk.  Before my hands can grab Ling’s throat to wring the life from him, one of Ling’s guards yanks me back by the hair, hard enough that my scalp burns with pain.  The guard tosses me back onto the chair.  He doesn’t pull a weapon; he just crosses arms with biceps bigger around than my head.  Any time he wants, he could snap me like a twig.
 
   “Relax, Mr. Fischer.  Your daughter should be fine.”
 
   Or she could end up as a man, the inverse of what happened to me.  Or she might gain another head.  Or she might turn into a puddle of goo on the floor.  No matter what, I know no good can come from her being injected with FY-1978.  “Please don’t do this.  Test it on me.”
 
   “You’re much too valuable to waste on a first trial.”
 
   “Then find someone else.  Grab some bum off the streets.  Just not my daughter.  Please.”
 
   “There’s no time for that, Mr. Fischer.”  He opens another folder.  “Your daughter is a fine specimen.  She’s in remarkable health.  You should be proud.”
 
   “I am.  That’s why you have to find someone else.  There must be—”
 
   “It would take weeks to find another specimen so suitable for our tests.”
 
   “She’s not a specimen!  She’s my daughter!”
 
   “Be that as it may, she’s going to be a part of history now.”
 
   The door to her cell opens and two goons as big as the one who looms over me storm inside.  I feel a surge of pride to watch Maddy throw herself at them.  She kicks one in the crotch and he doubles over.  The other one she tries to hit in the throat, but he blocks the punch with one massive forearm.  He shoves her against the wall as if she’s made out of straw.  “You son of a bitch!” she shouts.  “Try that again.”
 
   He doesn’t need to.  He reaches to his hip for his pistol.  That’s enough to cool Maddy’s bravado.  “What do you want?” she asks, her voice calmer. 
 
   “We only want to give you a shot,” Qiang says from off-screen.  She appears on the screen with a syringe.  “It won’t hurt.”
 
   “I don’t want any more shots.  I want to go home with my friend.”
 
   “You will be able to go home soon,” Qiang says.  “After you take your medicine.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Maddy says.  “Where’s Stacey?  What did you do to her?”
 
   “Your friend is fine.  We took her for some tests.”
 
   “Probably to test if she can float with a rock tied around her ankle.”
 
   “She is unharmed—for the moment.  If you choose not to cooperate, we may be forced to take drastic measures.”
 
   “Leave her alone!  She’s just a kid.”
 
   “We do not wish to hurt her, or you.  Please, relax.  Let me administer your medicine.”
 
   I silently urge Maddy to hold out, to keep them from injecting her with the serum for as long as possible.  But she doesn’t.  She wants to help me, keep me safe the way I want to for her.
 
   “All right,” she says.  “Just make it quick.”
 
   Qiang is quick.  She brushes hair away from Maddy’s face with one hand.  With the other she stabs the needle into the side of Maddy’s neck.  As Qiang presses down on the plunger, I start to cry.  
 
   Maddy’s body goes stiff, her mouth locked in a wordless scream of pain.  Qiang helpfully eases Maddy onto the floor, where she remains motionless for over a minute.  Maybe we’ll be lucky and this batch will be a dud.  Maybe nothing will happen to Maddy.
 
   We’re not that lucky.  The first changes are subtle.  Her hair starts to darken.  It goes from its natural light brown to darker shades until it’s black.  Too bad that’s not all that happens.  Next I see her face reshape itself.  Her cheeks turn pudgier.  As for her eyes, they seem to narrow as if she’s squinting—
 
   “She’s turning Chinese,” I whisper.  I turn to Ling, my fists clenched.  “You son of a bitch, what are you doing to her?”
 
   “The serum uses gene therapy.  I simply added some strands borrowed from Miss Qiang.”
 
   “Why would you want to do that?”
 
   “Imagine if my government had such a serum in its possession, one that could make its agents look like ordinary white Americans.  Or black Americans.  Or any other ethnicity imaginable.  Are you starting to understand?”
 
   I understand perfectly.  Dr. Nath invented FY-1978 ostensibly as a cosmetic drug—a Fountain of Youth in a syringe.  She had greater hopes to use it to treat cancer, AIDS, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and other diseases.  Dr. Ling’s come up with an entirely different use for it, one that might be even more profitable.  A drug that could make it easier than ever for insurgents to infiltrate American society.  The Chinese could use it to sneak over thousands of agents who could seamlessly blend in.  So could anyone else willing to pay the right price.
 
   “You watched a few too many James Bond movies,” I say.
 
   “Perhaps, but you can’t deny the potential of this formula.”
 
   “It’s fucking crazy,” I grumble.  
 
   I turn back to the screen to see the drug isn’t done with my now-Chinese daughter yet.  Her pajamas look looser on her than before.  As I watch, her hands and feet disappear inside the material.  She’s probably in her early teens right now.  I pray for that to be as far as it goes, but it’s not.  Her body continues to compact within the pajamas.
 
   Her head shrinks at the same rate.  As it does, despite the differences from her changed ethnicity, I see the face of my little girl.  My little girl from before I left her, when we were still a somewhat happy family.  “Oh God.”
 
   She gets even smaller, so small that the top of the pajamas go down to her ankles.  She’s a toddler now, five or maybe even four.  How much younger will she get?  Will she revert back to an infant?  Maybe she’ll disappear entirely.
 
   But she doesn’t.  Ling and I stare at the screen for a good two minutes to make sure she’s stopped shrinking.  I let out a sigh of relief.  My daughter might be a toddler again, but at least she’s alive.
 
   Ling shakes his head.  He takes a cell phone from off his belt.  I can’t understand what he barks into the phone, but it doesn’t sound congratulatory.  When he finishes, Ling turns to the guard.  “Tell Miss Qiang to get some blood samples for me to study.  And take Mr. Fischer with you.  We’ll need his help to calm the child down when she wakes up.”
 
   The guard seizes me by the collar.  As he drags me away, I scream, “You son of a bitch!  I’ll get you for this!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   I pass Qiang in the doorway.  She has a couple vials of little Maddy’s blood.  “You monster!  How could you?  How could you do that to my daughter?”
 
   Qiang stops.  She looks back at Maddy on the floor, engulfed by her pajamas.  “I am sorry, Stacey.  I did not mean for this to happen.”
 
   “You’re as bad as he is,” I hiss at her.  Then the guard shoves me into the room.
 
   They leave me alone with Maddy, though I’m sure Ling still watches us with his cameras.  I rush over to her and kneel at her side.  I touch one of her pudgy cheeks to make sure it’s still warm.  I put one hand against the potbelly that bulges against the pajamas to make sure she’s still breathing. 
 
   I grunt as I lift her up.  Despite a couple of weeks of recovery, I’m still weak from all that blood they drained out of me.  I barely manage to get Maddy over to the gurney.  She whimpers a little as I set her down.  
 
   I stay by her bed for a long time and remember how I used to watch her sleep the last time she was this age.  Like then she looks so peaceful, so angelic that it nearly brings tears to my eyes.  I’ve never seen anything so beautiful before or since as my little girl as she sleeps.
 
   The tears start to flow again when she sticks her thumb in her mouth.  I watch her happily suck on her thumb, a habit her mother and I spent a lot of time and effort to break her of.  I finally started to dip her thumb in vinegar while she slept, so when she put her thumb in her mouth it would taste awful.  A couple weeks of that and she broke the habit.  I guess I’ll have to try it again.
 
   As I used to do, I pull the blankets over her, up to her chin.  Then I stroke Maddy’s black hair while she sleeps.  “It’s all right, honey.  Daddy’s here.  I’ll find a way out of this for us.”
 
   In her sleep, Maddy whimpers again.
 
   ***
 
   I try to stay awake for when Maddy finally wakes up.  As the hours go by, my eyelids start to get heavy.  The sounds of her gentle breathing eventually lull me to sleep.
 
   I wake up to a shriek.  As I jump to my feet, I know the shriek came from Maddy.  She screams as she stares at her tiny, chubby hands, the thumb of the left one coated in slobber.  “Oh my God!” she screams.  Her little football-shaped eyes focus on me.  They’ve turned brown now instead of their natural blue.  “Stace?  What’s happened to me?”
 
   “It’s all right,” I say.  
 
   “The hell it is!  I’m a baby!”
 
   “I know.  Just calm down.  Let me explain.”
 
   “You know?  Did you help them?”  Her pudgy cheeks turn red and tears bubble up in her eyes.  “Did you do this to me?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Dr. Ling had me in his office.  I saw the whole thing.”
 
   “What did they do to me?”  She looks around frantically, for a mirror I’m sure.  There aren’t any mirrors in here.  No glass either.  Then I see the metal tray from Maddy’s last meal.
 
   “Stay right there.”
 
   “Don’t go, Stace.  Please.”
 
   “I’m not going far, all right?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I grab the tray from the corner of the room.  It’s not a perfect mirror, especially in the dim light of the room, but it’s better than nothing.  I bring it over to Maddy and press it into her hands.  She holds the tray up in front of her face.  The tears start to flow even faster.  “I’m a fat Chinese baby!” she wails.
 
   All I can think to do is pat her gently on the back.  “I know, honey.”  I pull her into a hug, to force her not to look at herself.  “It’ll be all right.  We’ll find a way to change you back.”
 
   “What did they do, Stace?  Tell me!”
 
   I let go of her and then crouch down so my eyes are level with hers.  “They gave you an experimental drug.  It’s called FY-1978.  It’s an anti-aging drug.”
 
   “Anti-aging?  It turned me into a baby!”
 
   “I know.”  I wish Dr. Palmer were here; she could explain it a lot better than I can.  Even Dr. Ling would be an improvement right now.  “That’s what it does, make you younger.”
 
   “Why am I Chinese?”
 
   “He put some Chinese DNA in the serum.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t really understand it either.  All I know is they gave you this drug and it made you like this.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They used you as a guinea pig, to see if it worked.”
 
   “It worked all right.”
 
   “It sure did.”
 
   Maddy picks up the tray again.  After a minute, she hurls the tray away.  “I don’t wanna be a baby!” she sobs.
 
   “I know, sweetheart.”  I hug her again.  There’s not much else I can do at the moment.  I rub her back, the way I used to when she would cry.  “We’ll find a way to fix this.  I promise.”
 
   Like when she was a child before, she cries herself out after a few minutes.  Once her sobs have turned to sniffles, she goes limp in my arms.  I ease her back onto the gurney.  I stroke her hair while she drifts into sleep again.  Before she falls asleep, she whispers, “Don’t go, Stace.”
 
   “I won’t.  I promise.”
 
   ***
 
   I keep my promise.  There’s still nothing to sit on, so I sit on the floor.  I lower the gurney as much as I can so she won’t have to look too far to find me.  Then I wait.
 
   As I wait, I stare at her.  I try to memorize her new face so I can tell if anything’s changed.  It seems like she’s stopped regressing, but what if she hasn’t?  What if she gets younger?  What if soon she’s down to two years old?  What if she becomes a baby again?  I didn’t change many diapers the first time around; I can’t imagine I’d be any better at it this time.
 
   The door opens after what I figure is at least three hours.  I expect Dr. Ling’s goons to march in and haul me away.  It’s just Qiang.  Oddly enough she carries a pair of oversized department store shopping bags.
 
   “How is she feeling?” Qiang asks.
 
   “She’s sleeping,” I whisper.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Qiang sets the bags down by the gurney.  Then she bends over the bed.  She brushes hair away from Maddy’s face to feel her forehead.  Qiang nods to herself.  “No fever,” she says.
 
   “She’s just tired.  Regressing eighteen years will do that to you.”
 
   “Yes, I am sure it is very difficult for her.”
 
   “Like you’d know.”
 
   “No, I would not.  But you do.  That is why I hope you will help her.”
 
   “Of course I will.”  I take Maddy’s hand, the one not in her mouth at the moment.  “I’d do anything for her.”
 
   “Good.  After she has rested, we will need to perform some tests on her.  Dr. Ling wants to verify that the regression has stopped.”
 
   “Yeah, great.  So what’s he going to do then?”
 
   “That I do not know.”
 
   Maddy mumbles something I can’t understand with her thumb in her mouth.  Her eyes are still closed.  She must be dreaming.  From the way her body begins to twitch, I doubt it’s a good dream.  I squeeze her hand.  “It’s all right, Maddy.  I’m here.  You’re safe.”
 
   She calms down a little at that.  I keep hold of her hand and hope that will allow her to sleep peacefully.  The poor kid deserves some rest after what she’s been through.  Qiang is right that I know a little about what Maddy’s going through, but to go from a fifty-year-old man to an eighteen-year-old girl isn’t as difficult as Maddy’s transition will be.
 
   While I hold Maddy’s hand and she dreams, Qiang unpacks the bags.  The first bag contains clothes:  shirts, pants, sweatshirts, pajamas, and even underwear all the right size for a little girl.  Qiang unfolds a pink T-shirt with a unicorn on it.  “I hope these will fit her.  I could not be sure of her measurements.”
 
   I don’t say anything, though I imagine the real problem will be to get Maddy to wear little girl clothes like these.  But then the alternative is for her to run around in a pajama top six sizes too big for her.  In the end she’ll have to make the practical choice.
 
   From the other bag, Qiang takes out toys.  She sets a teddy bear on the gurney, at Maddy’s feet.  There are also a couple of Barbie dolls and a baby doll.  Lastly, Qiang produces a pile of coloring books and a box of crayons.  “I thought these would help keep her entertained once she is more active.”
 
   “Good idea,” I say.  I take the teddy bear and press it against Maddy.  The bear is almost as big as she is.  She mumbles in her sleep and then lets go of my hand to wrap her arm around the bear.  As she pulls it close, I hear her mutter Grace’s name.
 
   I choke up a little as I imagine her disappointment when she wakes up.
 
   ***
 
   The bear is the first thing to go.  There’s a moment of disorientation when Maddy wakes up with the stuffed toy clutched to her.  I see her eyes go wide at the sight of the teddy bear she imagined was Grace.  With a sob, she hurls the bear away, against the wall.
 
   I rush over to her side and help her to sit up.  She looks down at her bulging stomach and then holds up her tiny hands.  She starts to cry again.  “It’s real,” she says.  “It’s all real.”
 
   “I know,” I say.
 
   “I’m still a baby.”
 
   “You’re not a baby.  You’re a big girl.”
 
   “You’re just saying that.”
 
   “Madison, listen to me:  you’re not a baby.  And you won’t be so long as you remember who you are.  Right?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I see the clothes Qiang’s left in a pile on the floor.  “I know, how about we get you dressed?  That’ll make you feel better.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   I bring the clothes over for her to inspect.  As I expected, she isn’t thrilled with the choices.  “These are baby clothes,” she says.  She throws the unicorn T-shirt on top of the teddy bear.  “I want my real clothes!”
 
   “I know, honey, but those won’t fit right now.”  I go through the pile and take out a purple sweatshirt and sweatpants.  Besides that they’re a little less girly than the other clothes, they should also stretch enough to fit.  “Why don’t you try these for a little while?”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”
 
   “Madison, please.  It’s just for a little while.  Unless you want to go around naked.”
 
   “Maybe I do.”
 
   “Now Maddy, is that what a big girl would say?”
 
   She thinks about this for a moment before she shakes her head.  “No.”  She snatches the clothes away from me.  Even with the gurney at its lowest setting, I have to take her hand to help her get down.  Besides the sweatshirt and sweatpants, she takes a pair of underwear and socks as well into a corner.  “Don’t peek.”
 
   “I won’t.”  I want to ask if she needs any help, but that would make things much more awkward.  So I sit on the gurney and face away from her.  I hear her grunt a few times.  I hope Qiang guessed right about the sizes.
 
   I get my answer when Maddy waddles up to me.  The sweatshirt is tight on her, enough that when she raises her arms, I can see her bare belly.  It’s hard to resist blowing a raspberry on that cute little tummy sticking out.  It’s almost as hard not to pinch her adorable cheeks.
 
   I do pick her up and help her back onto the gurney.  She sits next to me; her feet dangle in the air.  Qiang didn’t provide a pair of shoes for Maddy, probably to keep her from running away.  Not that she could get very far in her present condition.
 
   “What do we do now?” Maddy asks.
 
   “There’s some dolls.  Or coloring books.”
 
   “Those are for babies.”
 
   “They don’t have to be.”  I pick up the Barbie dolls.  I pass one with black hair to Maddy.  “We could pretend the gurney is Grace’s shop.  That doll is you and Barbie is Grace—”
 
   “She wishes.”
 
   I smile legitimately for the first time in what seems like forever.  “Yeah, she does.  And the redheaded one will be me.  I’m helping a customer find something to wear.  And Grace—”  I pause as I try to think up a story.  It’s been about forty years since I played with toys and I never played with dolls—those were for girls.
 
   “Grace is telling me about her new job,” Maddy says.  “It’s not much fun sitting around listening to all these addicts whine all the time.  And I tell her that at least she’s helping people.”
 
   Maddy snatches the Barbie away from me.  She presses its face against the doll that represents her.  “Then we kiss and your face turns all red like it always does—”
 
   “It does not!”
 
   “Does so.  You’re so embarrassed to see two girls kissing.”
 
   “I’ve kissed plenty of girls.”
 
   “But you didn’t really like any of them.  You like boys.”
 
   My face turns red for real.  I think of that awful date with Seth for the first time in weeks, or maybe even months.  Things had been so much simpler back then.  “Maybe I do.”
 
   “Boys are gross.”
 
   “Some are.”
 
   Maddy starts to make her dolls walk away from me.  “Grace and I go upstairs and—”  Maddy can’t finish.  She throws the dolls to the floor and then starts to sob.
 
   “Don’t cry, Maddy.  It’s all right.”
 
   “I was just thinking.  I’ll never get to…you know with Grace again.”
 
   “Of course you will.  We’ll find some way to make you a grown-up again.”
 
   Right on cue, the door opens.  Qiang comes in; her face brightens with a smile.  “Hello, Madison.  Are you ready to go on a trip?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “To see some nice men.  They want to make sure you are feeling all right.”
 
   “You mean doctors want to probe me,” Maddy says with a sniffle.
 
   “Yes.  We want to make sure you are not getting any younger.”
 
   “Younger?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” I say.  “You’re not getting any younger.  You’re fine.”
 
   Maddy isn’t convinced.  She presses against my side.  “Can Stace go with me?”
 
   “I am afraid not.”
 
   “I don’t want to go alone.  I want Stace!”
 
   “I am sorry, little one.  That is not possible.”
 
   As Maddy starts to cry again, I pat her back.  “It’ll be all right.  They aren’t going to hurt you.  And I’ll be right here when you get back.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “I promise.”  I give her a short hug.  “Go on with Qiang so she can take care of you.”
 
   “All right,” Maddy says.  She takes Qiang’s hand to hop off the gurney.  Before she leaves, Maddy turns to wave to me.  I wave back.  I just hope that’s not our last goodbye.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Over the next few days, Maddy adjusts to life as a toddler.  She sleeps most of the time.  I can’t really blame her; sleep is about the only way to escape the madness of this situation.  When she is awake, she lies on the floor and colors in the books Qiang bought.  To amuse herself, she picks outlandish colors for people’s skin and hair.  She shows me a princess she’s colored with dark blue skin and bright red hair.  “You like it?” she asks.
 
   “It’s great.  You’re like a miniature Picasso.”
 
   Her lips tremble at that.  She doesn’t like when I reference her small stature.  “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I didn’t mean—”
 
   “No, you’re right.  I am pretty miniature right now.”  She forces a smile as she pats her belly.  “Except here.”
 
   She turns back to her coloring.  Later I see her working diligently on another princess.  For this one she uses the peach crayon for the skin and dark brown for the hair.  I kneel down beside her as she finishes.  “Is that you?” I ask.
 
   “No, it’s Grace,” she says.  She colors the skirt of the princess’s dress tan, so that it looks somewhat like what Grace wore the night we disappeared.  
 
   The real problem comes when Maddy tries to write Grace’s name in the margin.  Her first attempt is so shaky that it’s illegible.  Maddy tries again; she squints as she concentrates on the page.  This next attempt is legible, though the letters are uneven and wobbly, like a kindergartner’s.  Maddy throws the crayon down and then begins to cry at last.
 
   As I always do, I pat her back and mumble what encouragement I can.  “It’s not fair,” she mutters.  “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “I know you didn’t.”
 
   “Then why are they doing this?”
 
   “I don’t know, honey,” I say.  I wonder if I should finally come clean to Maddy about why Dr. Ling wanted me.  With how broken up Maddy is already, I decide against it.  She’s been through enough already.
 
   “I didn’t do anything!” she wails again.
 
   “I know.”  I hug her close until she’s cried herself out.  After that she’s ready for a nap.  Before I help her onto the gurney, she tears the picture she colored of Grace out of the book.  She hugs it to her chest like the teddy bear as she falls asleep.
 
   She’s asleep for about an hour when the door opens.  It’s Qiang again.  “Haven’t they tested her enough?” I ask.  In the past few days they’ve poked and prodded little Maddy in just about every way possible, which included X-rays and an MRI. 
 
   “I have not come for Madison.  Dr. Ling wishes to see you.”
 
   I look down at Maddy, the picture of Grace still tight against her chest.  “Tell him I’m busy.”
 
   One of Ling’s thugs steps into the room.  “I am sorry,” Qiang says.  “It is not a request.”
 
   I bend down to kiss Maddy’s forehead.  “I’ll be back soon,” I whisper.
 
   ***
 
   Qiang and the guard don’t take me to the principal’s office.  Instead the guard shoves me into the school’s kitchen.  There’s still a rusty stove and sink, but the rest of the equipment is gone.  On the steel counters now are computers, folders, and beakers.  This must be Dr. Ling’s lab, where he and his minions work on their version of FY-1978.
 
   Another guard appears and wheels in a gurney like the ones Maddy and I sleep on.  For all I know it could be the one from my cell.  He stops it beside me.  “Get on, please,” Qiang says.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I cannot say.  Please do it or else we will do it by force.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I say.  “I could use a nap anyway.”
 
   As soon as I’m on the gurney, one of the goons starts to strap me onto it.  That is until Dr. Ling says from the doorway, “The straps won’t be necessary.  Will they, Mr. Fischer?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.”  Ling comes to stand beside the gurney.  He still wears a black suit, but now he also wears rubber gloves.  I figure he wants to take some more blood from me.  It’s been a few days since they last did that.
 
   It’s not a syringe Dr. Ling takes out of his pocket.  Instead it’s something that looks like a meat thermometer, the kind you put in a Thanksgiving turkey.  “You going to cook me?” I ask.
 
   “Not at all.  I designed this little device to measure your cellular decay.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It tells us how old you are based on the amount of decay in your cells, sort of like counting the rings of a tree.”
 
   “You’ve used it on Maddy already?”
 
   “Yes.  Your daughter’s reading came back at four-point-nine.”
 
   “That’s about what I figured,” I say.  “Did you tell her that?”
 
   “There’s no need.  All that matters is the result has been constant.”
 
   “So she’s not regressing anymore?”
 
   “Not from what we can determine.”
 
   Without warning, Ling jams the meat thermometer into my elbow.  I wince with pain, but try not to cry in front of him.  Like a thermometer, he leaves it in my arm for a couple of minutes.  Then it begins to beep.  He yanks the gauge out of my arm.  He holds it up so I can see the red digital numbers:  18.7.
 
   “How much of a margin for error is there on that?” I ask.
 
   “I estimate about a point-two differential.”
 
   “Great.”  Which means I could be eighteen-and-a-half or just about nineteen.  Too bad Dr. Palmer doesn’t have one of these things.  If I get out of here alive, maybe I’ll tell her about it.  “Now that you found that out, can I go back to my daughter?”
 
   “Not yet.  Take off your clothes.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Remove your clothes.  Unless you want one of my associates to do it for you.”
 
   “Why do you want me naked?”
 
   “There’s no need to be shy, Mr. Fischer.  I’ve seen you naked several times while you were unconscious.”
 
   “You son of a bitch!”  Before I can move, one of the goons has a meaty hand on my shoulder to press me down on the gurney. 
 
   When the other thug starts to grab my pajamas, I kick at him.  “Let me do it,” I hiss at him.  Ling says something in Chinese that backs the goons off.
 
   A minute later, I’m naked on the gurney.  I want to brush my hair forward to cover myself, but Dr. Ling stops me.  “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” he says.  He snaps his fingers.  Three guys in lab coats appear; I’m not sure where they’ve been hiding all this time.
 
   They start to fasten diodes all over my body.  I see why Ling didn’t want me to cover up my breasts when one of the technicians fastens diodes to my nipples.  “Is that really necessary?” I say.
 
   “Yes.  We must have complete coverage of your body to observe an accurate result.”
 
   “What are you doing to me?”
 
   He reaches into his jacket for a syringe.  It’s filled with a dark red liquid.  Though it looks different from Dr. Nath’s version, I know it has to be FY-1978.  “No!  You can’t!”
 
   “We must.  Thanks to your daughter’s sacrifice, we have altered the formula.  It should be perfect now.”
 
   “But I already have the serum in my blood.”
 
   “Very true.”  Dr. Ling touches one of the diodes on my arm.  “That is what these are for, so we can observe the interaction of my serum with that in your blood.”
 
   “But isn’t that going to fuck up the test of your serum?”
 
   “Perhaps.  At any rate, we have taken enough of your blood.  You have no more use to us than your daughter.”
 
   I turn to Qiang, the only one even remotely friendly in this room.  “Don’t let him do this.  Please!”
 
   “I am sorry, Stacey.  I cannot interfere.”
 
   I try to rip the diodes off to at least buy some time.  I get the ones on my nipples loose before the goons stop me.  They press my arms down.  One of the technicians tightens the straps around my hands so I can’t move them again.  There’s nothing I can do then except thrash around and scream.
 
   “Keep her steady, please,” Ling says.  The goons hold me down; one presses a hand over my mouth to silence my screams.
 
   I close my eyes so I can’t watch.  There’s the prick of the needle in my neck.  Just as before, my entire body goes numb almost immediately.  The goons let me go.  I want to scream, but I can’t.  I can’t do anything but lie there and wait.
 
   ***
 
   The last time this happened, I had an out-of-body experience.  While at the bottom of the harbor, I watched myself change from a middle-aged man into a teenaged girl.  Because of that, I didn’t feel any pain as my body compacted and reshaped itself.
 
   This time there’s no out-of-body experience.  I’m still in my body as the changes begin.  Though I’m numb, I can still feel my body change.  The very first thing I feel is like someone pressing down on my nose, as if to jam it into my brain.  After that comes pressure below my eyes as if someone is trying to push my cheekbones into my eyes.  I’m becoming Chinese like Maddy.
 
   “Good, very good,” Dr. Ling says.  “No signs of drug interaction so far.”
 
   He helpfully turns my head to the side, where I can see a monitor, like the one we watched Maddy on before.  As I figured, my face has already rearranged itself, my nose smaller and my cheekbones higher.  My hair has straightened and turned black too.  As I watch the monitor it starts to feel like someone’s jammed hot needles in my eyes.  I want to scream, but my vocal chords are still paralyzed.  I wish I could just pass out, but that doesn’t happen either.
 
   My vision turns red for a few seconds.  When it clears, I can see on the monitor that I’ve got the same slanted eyes as everyone else in the room—and Maddy.  I’m Chinese, like all of them.  I wish I could cry from these new eyes, but I can’t do that either.
 
   Nothing happens for a minute.  I still can’t move.  Dr. Ling sticks the meat thermometer in my arm again.  When it beeps this time he says, “Sixteen-point-four.  Very good, gentlemen.”  A few moments later, he says, “Sixteen-point-two.  Sixteen-point-zero.  Fifteen-point-nine.”  He turns to his technicians and barks at them in Chinese.  They answer in the same language, though with far less authority.
 
   Something’s gone wrong.  I’m getting younger.  Though I can’t move my limbs, I can feel pressure on all of them, like someone’s put my bones in a vise and is cranking it like mad.  On the monitor, I can see my body shrink as I continue to regress.  I watch as my breasts go from C-cups to nubs that would hardly fit into a training bra.
 
   Prepubescent.  That’s what I am now.  A little girl, though not so little yet as Maddy.  My mosquito bite boobs flatten out completely while the rest of my body continues to shrink.  As I compact, my midsection turns flabby.  Not as much as Maddy, just a little potbelly.
 
   “Ten-point-eight,” Ling says.  His voice is on the edge of panic now.  Maybe his formula isn’t right yet, or maybe it has interacted with the FY-1978 already in my blood.  Whatever’s going on, I doubt he can stop it.  Before long I’ll be a toddler like Maddy.  Maybe I’ll go all the way back to an infant.  Or maybe I’ll turn into so many stem cells.
 
   I feel the hot needles in my eyes again.  My vision blurs.  I can’t see the monitor to watch the rest of the change.  “Ten-point-two,” Ling says with disbelief.
 
   As sudden as it began, it stops just as quickly.  I still can’t see the monitor, but I can’t feel the pressure on my bones anymore.  Maybe it’s stopped.  Maybe this is as young as I get.  “Ten-point-zero,” Ling says.  “Holding steady.”
 
   I wish I could smile at that.  Ten-point-zero.  That means it’s my birthday.  I’m ten years old now.  With that thought, I finally pass out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   When I wake up, I can’t see much.  I can only see blurs of light on one side of the room.  The rest of it is a dark blob.  My entire body feels leaden and weak, like they’ve drained out all of my blood this time.  I’m tempted to go back to sleep, but not yet.  Not until I make sure.
 
   I have to concentrate as hard as I can just to move my arm.  I raise my hand up to my face.  It looks like a light brown blur against the dark blur of the background.  I take a deep breath and then move my hand closer.  It’s about a foot away from my face before I can see it clearly. 
 
   What I see is a hand darker than my own, the skin almond-colored instead of pasty white.  The fingers on this hand are much smaller than I remember.  They’re chubbier too.  It’s a child’s hand.  The last moments of consciousness come back to me.  I’m ten years old, just a little girl.
 
   Like a little girl, I start to cry.  Maybe I’m not as young as Maddy, but I’m still a child.  I can’t drive or smoke or drink or even see a PG-13 movie, not unless someone older is with me.  I doubt I’ll get a chance to do any of those things, not after Dr. Ling has finished with me.
 
   I must be back in my cell, because I hear Maddy’s voice through the wall.  She shouts, “Where’s Stacey?  I want Stacey!”
 
   “I am sorry, Madison.  Stacey is not feeling well.”
 
   “I want Stacey!” Maddy howls.
 
   Her voice wakes something inside me.  I have to get off this bed and go to my daughter.  She needs me.  I’m still her father, even if I’m ten years old.  With a groan I roll towards the edge of the gurney.  Some helpful person has put up the rails on the sides.  I’ll have to roll over those too.
 
   That would be a lot easier if I were still a man.  Even at nineteen I could manage it.  At ten, it’s impossible.  Especially since I’m not only ten, but still groggy and sore from the change.  I give the rail a few feeble pushes, but it doesn’t budge.  I decide to change tactics and try to lift myself over it.  That works just as well.  I’m too weak to do it.  With a choked sob I collapse onto my back to stare up at the whitish blob of the ceiling.
 
   That is until I hear Maddy again.  “Leave me alone!  I want Stacey!”
 
   I roll onto my side.  Then I roll as fast as I can towards the rail.  I slam against it hard enough to make me wince, but I stay on the gurney.  I’m not about to give up just yet.  Instead, I roll all the way to the other end.  I bang against that railing.  I go back and forth, to build up enough speed to send me over the railing.
 
   It takes about five tries before I get the speed I need.  Physics has never been my strong suit, so it’s no surprise I miscalculate.  Instead of flying over the railing, I end up on top of it.  I whimper as I try to swing my legs around.  Again this would be a lot easier at full size.  At pint-size, I have to stand on my toes to touch the floor.  Before I can steady myself, my hands slip off the railing.
 
   I fall onto my back and land in a heap on the floor.  I take a few deep breaths to clear away the cobwebs.  Ten years old or not, I’ve got to get on my feet, over to the door.  I roll onto my stomach and then do a sort of push-up to raise my chest.  From there I struggle to get traction with my legs.  I scramble for a few seconds before I collapse back to the floor.
 
   I start to crawl.  It’s slow going at first since I don’t have much strength in my limbs.  With my blurred vision, it’s hard to tell how far I’ve gone.  I try not to worry about that.  
 
   I crawl for a few minutes before I hear the door open.  I squint, but I can’t make out more than a dark shape in the doorway.  “Who’s there?” I ask.  My voice sounds so tiny now, as if I’ve taken a hit of helium.
 
   The blob grows larger before me.  I try to back away, but I’m even slower in reverse.  At last the blob takes on a shape.  It’s Qiang.  She kneels down beside me and puts a hand on my shoulder.  “Stacey?  What are you doing?”
 
   “I heard Maddy.  She needs me.”
 
   “Madison will be fine.  You must rest.”
 
   “No!  I want to see her.”
 
   “You are not well.  You need to rest.”
 
   “I want to see Maddy!”  My voice sounds so childish that it gives me pause.  “Please?  Just for a few minutes?  So she knows I’m OK?”
 
   Qiang considers it for a moment.  “All right.  For a minute.”
 
   She hooks one arm under my armpit to help lift me to my feet.  I’m at least a foot shorter than her now, so that my head leans against the side of her breast.  We take one step and then rest for a moment.  It would be easier for Qiang to carry me.
 
   I’m exhausted by the time we reach Maddy’s cell.  The thought of lying down for a while sounds really, really good.  “I don’t think I can make it,” I tell Qiang.
 
   She finally does carry me.  I hear her grunt softly as she scoops me up in her arms.  I lean my head against her chest; my eyes flutter.  One of her hands strokes my hair.  “Stay awake, Stacey.  Just a little longer.”
 
   “OK,” I whisper.
 
   My eyes are closed as she carries me into Maddy’s cell.  I’m almost asleep when I hear Maddy say, “Stacey?  Is that you?”
 
   I open my eyes, not that it does much good.  All I can see is a pink-and-brown blob in the distance.  I try to squint, but I can’t squint enough for it to make much difference.  “It’s me.  It’s Stacey.”
 
   “But you’re so little.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Qiang carries me over to the gurney.  Maddy slides aside enough that Qiang can set me down next to my daughter.  Maddy crawls on top of me to look into my eyes.  “Are you really Stacey?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I’m not prepared for Maddy to throw herself at Qiang.  Her tiny hands claw at Qiang’s eyes.  Qiang easily deflects the attack.  She lets Maddy tire herself out.  My daughter sinks down next to me on the gurney.  She puts her head on my flat chest.  “Oh, Stace,” she says.
 
   “It’ll be all right,” I say.  “We’ll find a way out of this.”
 
   “Sure we will,” Maddy says.
 
   I will my arm to drape across Maddy’s back to stroke her hair.  “I’ll be fine, Maddy.  I just need some rest.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You have to be good until then.  All right?  Do what Qiang says.”
 
   Maddy is close enough that I can see the tears in her eyes.  “OK.”
 
   “Good girl.”  Then I fall asleep.
 
   ***
 
   When I wake up, Maddy isn’t around.  I still can’t see much more than light and dark blobs.  I try to squint, which again doesn’t help.  From nowhere a hand touches the back of my head.  I turn and see Qiang a little behind my bed.  “It’s all right,” she says.  “No one is going to hurt you.”
 
   “Maddy?”
 
   “Madison is sleeping.  As you should be.”
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Twelve hours.”
 
   “That long?”
 
   “You have been through quite a lot.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “How are your eyes?”
 
   “I still can’t see much.  What’s wrong with me?”
 
   Qiang bends down.  She looks into my eyes.  “You have her eyes.”
 
   “Whose?”
 
   “Ming’s.  My daughter.  She was nearsighted like you are.”
 
   “Was?  I thought your daughter—?”
 
   “She may still be alive.  I have not talked with her in ten years.  Not since she was arrested.”
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   “She was a student.  She wrote something critical of the government.  They took her from me.  They put her in prison.”
 
   “And Dr. Ling is going to get her out?”
 
   “Perhaps.  He has much influence in my country.”
 
   “That’s why you’re helping him?”
 
   “Yes.  It is the only way to save her.”
 
   “And all you have to do is sacrifice me and Maddy.”
 
   Qiang says nothing for a while.  Then she reaches into her pocket.  I’m not sure what she’s doing until I feel something heavy on my face.  The background becomes a little clearer, though there’s still some blurriness at the far edges.  I touch the side of my face and feel the pair of glasses.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Those were Ming’s.”
 
   “You kept them with you?  All the way to America?”
 
   “They are one of the few things of hers I have left.”
 
   I start to take the glasses off.  “I shouldn’t take these.”
 
   Qiang puts out a hand to stop me.  “She does not need them.  You do.”
 
   I let her resettle the glasses on my nose.  “Thanks.”
 
   “I brought you some clothes, if you feel like getting dressed.  There is also food if you are hungry.”
 
   “I’d really like a glass of water.”
 
   Qiang takes a glass off the silver food tray.  She puts the cup to my lips; she tips it so all I have to do is open my mouth.  Cool water rushes down to soothe my dry throat.  When I signal I’ve had enough, she pulls the cup away.
 
   She brushes hair away from my face.  “You look just like her at that age.  It is remarkable.”
 
   Not so remarkable since Ling said he used Qiang’s DNA in his serum.  “I’m sorry about your daughter.  I’m sure she’s still alive.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Qiang forces a smile to her face.  She holds up the clothes she’s brought for me.  There’s a pastel yellow T-shirt and a pair of white sweatpants.  She’s even brought a pair of white Crocs for me to wear.
 
   I struggle to get off the pajama top that’s become like a nightshirt since the change.  Qiang finally helps me out of it.  It’s strange to see my chest so flat and brown.  I put a hand on my belly and pinch the roll of fat there.  “This is really happening,” I say.
 
   “I am afraid so.”  
 
   I lift my arms up so Qiang can put the T-shirt on me.  She gathers up my hair to pull it out of the shirt.  It’s so long now that it goes all the way to my thighs.  “I really need a haircut.”
 
   “You look very pretty.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   Qiang’s come prepared with a compact.  It’s no surprise that in the mirror I see a little Chinese girl.  The glasses Qiang gave me are bright red and so big they take up most of my face.  That makes me look even younger than I already am.  My nose is little more than a bump and my cheeks pudgy, though not as much as Maddy’s.  
 
   Qiang tears a strip off of the old pajamas.  With this she ties my hair back into a ponytail.  It still dangles down past my rear, but at least I won’t have hair in my face so much.  “Such a beautiful child,” she says.
 
   “I guess.”  I turn away from the compact; I don’t want to see my cute little face anymore.  Like Maddy I don’t want to be a kid.  I want to be a grown-up again.  Whether I’m Stacey or Steve doesn’t really matter.  I just want to be able to take care of myself.  As it is, I can’t even pull on my own underpants.  Qiang pulls on the sweatpants for me too.  Then the socks that match my pants and the Crocs.
 
   “Can I see Maddy again?” I ask.
 
   “If you feel up to it.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   It’s still a long, slow walk for me.  I make it under my own power this time.  Maddy stirs as we enter the room.  She rubs her eyes before she focuses on me.  “Hi Stace.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “The glasses look cute.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She manages to crawl off the gurney all by herself.  “You want to color?” she asks.
 
   “Not right now,” I say.  Qiang helps me over to the gurney.  I need her help to get on top of it.  Maddy tugs at Qiang’s blouse until the woman picks her up.  Qiang sets Maddy down next to me.  Maddy has the teddy bear, which she presses against me—a present.  “Thanks.”
 
   “Are you going to be all right?” Maddy asks.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I’m just tired.”
 
   “OK.”  Maddy lies down next to me, the teddy bear between us.  I drape my arm over the bear, my hand on Maddy’s shoulder.  That’s how we fall asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Maddy and I are both on the gurney in her room when the door opens.  I scramble to find my glasses to see who it is.  “Qiang?” I ask.
 
   She appears at my bedside.  She finds the glasses before I do and pushes them onto my face.  “I am sorry, but you two must go.  Right now.”
 
   “Go?  How?”
 
   Qiang puts a finger to her mouth.  “Be very quiet.  I must get you out of here.  Tonight.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Dr. Ling is preparing to take you back to Beijing with him.”
 
   “Beijing?  China?”
 
   “Yes.  Once there you will be subjected to further studies—including dissection.”
 
   “So he is going to kill us,” I say.
 
   “Yes.  In time.  After he has finished his studies.  I must get you out of here tonight, before he can take you from here.”
 
   “How are we going to get out of here?”
 
   Qiang points up to the ceiling.  I remember when Maddy tried to climb up there.  She was too big back then.  We’re not big anymore, though.  “Hurry, children.  Dress warmly.  It is chilly outside.”
 
   She helps us put on a couple extra layers, which for me consists of a sweatshirt and a jacket.  Maddy looks like the Michelin Man in three layers of clothes.  “Very good.  Now, we must go.”
 
   “Wait,” I say.  “If you do this, Ling isn’t going to free your daughter.”
 
   Qiang nods sadly.  “I know.  But she would not want me to let two innocent girls die, even to save her own life.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say.
 
   “I am sorry for everything.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Maddy says.  Qiang hugs both of us.  
 
   The moment lasts only a few seconds before Qiang pulls away.  She gets up on the gurney so she can reach the ceiling tiles.  She pushes one away.  Then she bends down to pick me up.  “Go straight to the first junction and then turn right.  At the next junction, turn left.  That will take you outside.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I will meet you outside.  I cannot fit in there.”
 
   “Oh.  Right.”  I let Qiang pick me up.  She hefts me into the ceiling and gives me a push into an air duct.  It’s a tight squeeze even now.  Too bad they don’t make air ducts like in the movies where a grown man can walk upright through them.
 
   I crawl forward a few feet, enough so Qiang can lift Maddy up.  I wish I could turn around to help her, but there’s not enough room.  I wait until I hear her grunt behind me.  “Stace?” she whispers.
 
   “I’m fine.  Try to keep a hand on my shoe.”
 
   “OK.”  I feel Maddy’s hand on the bottom of my Croc.  Then we start out.  It’s slow going; I don’t want to make a lot of noise or lose Maddy.  Since she’s smaller than me, she’s bound to tire before I do.
 
   “How are you doing?” I ask as we reach the first junction.
 
   “I’m fine,” she says.  I can hear the indignation in her voice as she says, “I’m not a baby.”
 
   “I know.”  I think for a moment to remember what Qiang said.  Then I go to the right.  We crawl down the air duct until we reach the next junction.  By then I can hear Maddy breathing hard.  There’s enough room with the junction so I can turn around to look back at her.  It’s too dark to see much.  I reach out to touch her cheek.  Her face is warm and slick with sweat.  “We can rest for a minute, OK?”
 
   “I can do it,” Maddy says.
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m feeling a little tired still,” I say.  “Come here.”  
 
   I let Maddy crawl up against me, that way we can talk easier.  It’s not just that she’s little; she’s also dressed in all those clothes in a warm air duct.  I stroke her sweaty hair and whisper that everything will be fine.  I hope she believes me.
 
   After a few minutes, Maddy’s breathing is regular enough for us to head out again.  The hard part now is to remember which duct we came to the junction from.  They all look the same in the dark.  In the end I take a guess and hope we don’t get lost in the ventilation system.
 
   I crawl for a little while, until I see a grate up ahead.  I hope it’s the right one.  Even before we can reach it, I smell what passes for fresh air in the city.  “Come on, Maddy,” I hiss.  “We’re almost there.”
 
   I don’t hear anything.  “Maddy?”
 
   There’s no answer.  Shit, I lost her.  I have to lie down and then awkwardly roll over so I can turn around.  I crawl the way I came and whisper her name.  Where did she go? 
 
   After a few frantic minutes, I literally run into her.  She squeals from either pain or surprise as I topple her.  “Stace?”
 
   “Maddy, where did you go?”
 
   “I was tired.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me to stop?”
 
   “I did!  You didn’t hear me,” she whines.
 
   I wish I could see Maddy’s face right now to look her in the eye.  Instead I fumble around until I find her shoulder.  “Madison, please, we have to get out of here.  Don’t you want to see Grace again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then we have to go.  Come on.”  We settle back into crawling position.  “Try to keep up this time.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   We waste another twenty minutes at least to backtrack to the grate.  This time we make it together.  I can hear Maddy pant hard from the effort.  Even for a little girl she’s badly out of shape.  “You can rest now,” I say.  “I’ll try to get this open.”
 
   I push at the grate.  Nothing happens.  Didn’t Qiang loosen it?  Maybe we’re at the wrong grate.  Maybe it’s a trap, a test set up by Dr. Ling.
 
   I decide to change tactics.  I roll onto my back and then kick at the grate.  It takes three times before my little Crocs finally knock the grate loose.  It makes way too much noise as it hits the ground.  At least now we can get out of here.
 
   Except when I look down, I see it’s at least a ten-foot drop onto to solid concrete.  I’d probably break both of my legs if I jumped.  “What’s wrong?” Maddy asks.
 
   “We need a ladder or something.”
 
   “Where are we going to get one of those?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “This is stupid,” Maddy whines.  “We should have stayed in the room.”
 
   “Be quiet,” I snap.  “I need to think.”
 
   “Who put you in charge?  You’re younger than me.  I should be the one in charge.”
 
   “Well if you can think of something, go right ahead.”
 
   “I will think of something.  That’ll show you.”
 
   “Oh, girls, there you are!” Qiang whispers.  “I thought I had missed you.”
 
   “I think we went to the wrong place,” I say.  “Can you help us down?”
 
   “Just a moment.”
 
   We have to wait at the edge of the grate for a couple of minutes.  I worry Qiang has abandoned us, until she returns with a couple of old crates.  She sets these on top of each other and then stands on them.  That gives her enough height so she can almost reach the grate.  She can’t reach all the way, which means she’ll have to catch me.
 
   I whimper at the thought I’ll fall ten feet and break my legs.  “It will be all right,” Qiang says.  “I will catch you.”
 
   I whimper again in response.  It’s so high up and I’m so little.  Then I hear Maddy ask, “What’s taking so long?”
 
   “Nothing.  We’re going now.”
 
   I get down on my back again.  I let my legs dangle out of the grate.  I feel Qiang grab them.  She pulls on my legs until my waist dangles in the air.  Then she wraps her arms around my waist.  With a tug she pulls me out the rest of the way.  I let out a scream, until I remember we have to be quiet.
 
   “I have you,” Qiang says.
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I wipe tears from my face.  Qiang puts me down on the crate so I can climb down.  Once I’m on the ground, Qiang starts to encourage Maddy to come to the edge.
 
   “It’s so high,” Maddy says with a whimper.
 
   “You can do it,” I call up to her.  “See, I made it.  I didn’t get hurt at all.”
 
   “But I could fall.”
 
   “You’re not going to fall.  And even if you do, Qiang will catch you.  And if she doesn’t, I’ll break your fall.  All right?”
 
   “OK,” Maddy says, though she still sounds skeptical.  I hear metal creak as Maddy settles herself into position.  “Here I come.”
 
   Maddy slides too fast out of the duct.  She’s already falling before Qiang can grab her.  Qiang reaches out to grab Maddy on the way down, but all she catches is Maddy’s left sleeve for an instant.  Everything goes in slow motion as I watch my daughter’s tender little head tumble towards the concrete.
 
   I do exactly as I promised.  I lie down in the spot where I think Maddy will come down.  It turns out I’m right.  She slams onto my chest, all fifty pounds of her.  It feels like someone’s fired a cannonball into my stomach.  The wind is knocked out of me; I gasp for air.  Maddy rolls off of me.  She slaps at my cheek with one hand.  “Stace?  Are you all right?  Did I hurt you?”
 
   I shake my head, still too winded to speak.  I wheeze for a minute or so.  Finally I manage to say, “I’m fine.”
 
   Qiang comes down and helps me sit up.  She pats the back of my head.  “Such a brave little girl.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now you must go.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I cannot.  I must make sure Dr. Ling does not find you.”
 
   “How are you going to do that?”
 
   She pats my head again.  “Do not worry, little one.  I will take care of everything.  You must get Madison to safety.  She is depending on you.”
 
   “All right,” I say.  I give Qiang another hug.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Now go, my children.  You must hurry.”
 
   I take Maddy’s hand.  Then we run.  We get about a block away before there’s a flash of light.  I turn in time to see a column of flame rise from the school that was our prison.  Qiang’s work, no doubt.
 
   We’re on our own now.  I turn to Maddy.  She cries as she too probably thinks of Qiang, our caretaker.  I squeeze Maddy’s hand.  “Come on, let’s go.”
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Chapter 15
 
   The world looks a lot different at four feet tall.  Everything’s so distorted by the change in perspective that it’s impossible for me to get my bearings.  Maddy, about a foot shorter than me, has trouble too.  She finally throws herself onto a park bench.  With a huff she says, “Where are we?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  But we have to keep going.”
 
   I try to keep us away from people when I can.  In the middle of the night, anyone you encounter isn’t likely to be friendly.  Sometimes this means we have to skirt an alley or duck behind some bushes as a drunk or bum or junkie stumbles past.  When we come upon a hooker on the corner, I grab Maddy’s hand to hustle her along before anyone can stop us.
 
   We finally come to a place with two intact street signs.  Now I can get our bearings.  We’re on the south side of the city.  The garment district is halfway across the island.  We could always take a train, except we don’t have any money.  I doubt we could jump the turnstile either.
 
   I don’t want to see Grace right now anyway.  She probably wouldn’t believe our crazy story and even if she does, it would be a hell of a shock to find out her partner has been changed into a five-year-old girl.  Jake is the one we need to talk to.  He knows all about my experiences with FY-1978.  
 
   The problem right now is Maddy.  She gets tired quickly, which prompts her to whine like a normal toddler.  Three times an hour we have to stop for a five-minute break so Maddy can rest her stubby legs.  Despite the rests, she still lags; her feet shuffle along the sidewalk as we go.  “How much farther?” she asks.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “The south side.  There’s probably a liquor store or something around the corner.”
 
   “You said that three blocks ago.”
 
   “Well, we just have to keep looking.”
 
   “Can’t we find somewhere to sleep?”
 
   “No.  We have to get to a phone first.”
 
   Maddy kicks at the sidewalk.  “This is stupid.”
 
   “Madison, stop it.  Let’s go a little farther.  All right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   I peek around a corner and check to see if it’s safe.  Ahead I see a sign for a market.  It’s still lit up.  Light spills onto the sidewalk.  “I found something,” I tell Maddy.
 
   She trots over to join me.  Before I can stop her, she breaks into a run.  I catch up to her easily enough and grab her shoulder.  “Maddy, slow down.  We can’t go running in there.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “We don’t know who’s in there.  If he calls the cops, we’ll never see Grace again.”
 
   “Oh.  OK then.”
 
   I take Maddy’s hand and lead her to the front door of the market.  I peer inside.  There doesn’t seem to be anyone inside except for the shopkeeper, a middle-aged Asian man.  I see a payphone in the back, next to a cooler of beer.
 
   The door is a lot heavier than I expect.  It takes all the strength in my tiny muscles to prop it open enough for Maddy to squeeze through.  I slip out of the way so the door can shut behind me.  The shopkeeper looks down at us.  His eyes narrow; he doesn’t get many little girls in his store in the middle of the night.
 
   “What you want?” he says.
 
   “We need to use your phone,” I say.  “My sister and I got lost and we need to call our daddy so he can pick us up.”
 
   “Phone over there,” the shopkeeper says.  He motions to the phone.
 
   “Thanks.”  The problem is for me to reach the phone.  I have to drag a plastic soda crate over so I can reach.  I punch in Jake’s home phone.  
 
   Tess answers the phone.  “Hello?”
 
   “Aunt Tess, it’s Stacey.”
 
   “Stacey?  Oh, thank God!  I’ve been so worried.  We all have.  Where have you been?”
 
   “I’ll explain later.  Is Uncle Jake there?”
 
   “Yes, he’s right here.  I’ll wake him up.”  I hear Tess try to rouse Jake.  “Jacob, wake up!  It’s Stacey.  She’s alive!”
 
   “What?” Jake asks, his voice still thick from sleep.  He grabs the receiver and then says, “Who is this?”
 
   “Stacey.”
 
   “What’s wrong with your voice?  You been sucking helium?”
 
   “No.  I’ll explain when you get here to pick us up.”
 
   “Us?  You have Madison too?”
 
   “Yes, she’s with me.  Hurry, Jake, please.  I’m scared.”
 
   “All right, sweetheart.  Just stay calm.  Where are you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s a market on the south side.”
 
   “That narrows it down to about two hundred places.”
 
   “Just a second.”  I let the phone dangle and then gallop over to the counter again.  The shopkeeper eyes us, especially Maddy.  I get the address from him and then run back to the phone.  “Jake?  You still there?”
 
   “I’m here.  Where are you?”  I give him the address.  Then he says, “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.  Are you going to be all right until then?”
 
   “Yes.  We’ll be fine.”  I clear my throat into the receiver.  “But we’ll look a little different than before.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just hurry.  Please.”  I hang up the phone.  Now all we have to do is wait and hope no one else gets here first.
 
   ***
 
   The shopkeeper turns out to be a nice guy.  After I tell him our daddy will be here in twenty minutes, he invites us to sit behind the counter with him.  I’m reluctant, but Maddy goes for it right away.  He helps her onto a stool.
 
   “How old you girls?” he asks.
 
   “I’m ten and she’s five,” I say.
 
   “I have daughter her age,” he says and motions to Maddy.  “She sleeping right now.”
 
   “I wish I were sleeping too,” Maddy grumbles.
 
   “How you girls get here?”
 
   “We missed getting off the train.  Then we went around and around for a while, until we wound up here,” I say.  It seems like a slightly plausible scenario.
 
   The shopkeeper buys it.  “You safe now.”
 
   The bell over the door rings.  I see Jake come up to the counter.  He looks at the shopkeeper and then at Maddy and I.  He turns his head to look around the rest of the store.  He probably thinks Maddy and I are the shopkeeper’s daughters.
 
   I jump off my stool and hurry around the counter.  “Daddy!” I squeal to sell the moment to our host.  Before Jake can react, I’ve got a death grip on his leg.  “I knew you’d come.”
 
   “Stacey?”
 
   “It’s me, Daddy,” I say.  I give Jake a wink.  
 
   He stares at me; his face pales.  But he’s experienced enough to shake it off.  “I’ve been very worried about you, young lady.  Where have you been?”
 
   “We’ve been trying to find you.  Then we found this nice man’s store and he let us use his phone.”
 
   “That was very nice of him.”  He turns to the counter.  “Madison?  Come on, honey.  It’s time to go.”
 
   “OK, Daddy.”  She hops off her stool.  A few seconds later she’s attached herself to Jake’s other leg.
 
   “Thank you so much for taking care of my girls,” Jake says.  “What do I owe you?”
 
   “No charge.  I glad to help.”
 
   “God bless you, sir.”
 
   Then Jake bends down to scoop Maddy up.  I let go of his leg to follow him out to his car.  He’s taken his Fairlane, probably because it’s faster.  He helps Maddy crawl into the backseat and then buckle up.
 
   “All right, kids, time to go home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Maddy falls asleep about two minutes after we leave the market.  Once we’re sure she’s out, Jake asks, “What the hell happened?”
 
   “It’s a long story.  You remember the guy Lex tried to sell the FY-1978 formula to?”
 
   “Some Chinese guy.  But you said he was dead.”
 
   “He is.  His son did this to us.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He made his own version of the drug.  He put a Chinese woman’s genetic material in it.  Voila, Maddy and I are a couple of little Chinese girls now.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.  Is it permanent?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We need to ask Palmer about it.”
 
   “Right.  In the morning.  For now we have to think of what to tell Tess.”
 
   “Just tell her we’re a couple of little runaways.”
 
   “You already told her you’re alive.  She’s expecting you.”
 
   “Oh.  Shit.”
 
   “Don’t swear.  It sounds weird.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Ten.  Maddy is five.”
 
   “Five?  Jesus Christ,” Jake says again.  He reaches into his pocket for a cigarette.  Before he lights it, he looks in the backseat at us two innocent children.  Then he tosses the cigarette out the window unlit.  “What a fucking mess.  You really have a knack, you know that?”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   ***
 
   Maddy is still asleep when we get to Jake’s house.  She stirs for a moment as Jake lifts her out of the seat.  “Are we home?” she asks.
 
   “We sure are, sweetheart,” Jake says.
 
   “OK.”  Then she’s out again.
 
   Tess is already at the door.  She must have heard the old muscle car’s engine a mile away.  Her face turns pale just as Jake’s did.  “What’s going on?  Who are these children?”
 
   “It’s me,” I say.  “Stacey.”
 
   “Stacey?  But you can’t be.  You’re—”
 
   “Too little?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We’ll talk about it inside,” Jake says.  He brushes past Tess as he steps inside.  Maddy still hasn’t woke up.  
 
   “Is that…Madison?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer.
 
   “Oh my.”  The way Tess wobbles, I worry she’ll faint.  She grabs the edge of the doorway to steady herself.  Then she follows us inside.
 
   While Jake takes little Maddy upstairs, I settle onto the couch.  I’d like to sleep too, but we have to explain things to Tess.  We can’t hide this one from her.
 
   Tess sits on a chair across from me.  She studies my face, to look for signs of the old Stacey.  “Would you like something to drink?  Or some cookies?  I have some chocolate walnut ones.  They’re Stacey’s favorite.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I say.  
 
   “Are you cold?  I could get a blanket.”
 
   “I’m all right.”  I pat my stomach.  “I’ve got a couple layers on.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  She clears her throat.  “Those are very pretty glasses.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Are they real?”
 
   “Yes.  My eyes aren’t very good.”  I take the glasses off.  “I can’t really see you right now.  You’re just a big blur.”  I settle the glasses back onto my face.  
 
   Tess stares back at me.  I look down at my feet and swing them back and forth while we wait for Jake to return.  I sigh with relief as he tromps down the stairs.  “I put her in Stacey’s bed.  She should be all right.”
 
   Jake settles onto the couch next to me.  He puts an arm around my shoulder.  “Now, why don’t you tell us the whole story?”
 
   ***
 
   When I’ve finished the story, Tess gapes at me.  As I did with Maddy, I didn’t tell Tess about why Ling abducted me.  I let her think it was a random abduction.  “I don’t believe it,” she finally says.  “How could a drug turn Stacey into this?”
 
   “I can’t really explain how it works,” I say.  “I just know it does work.  Go ahead, test me.  Ask me something Stacey would know.  Like maybe what happened to the sheets on Jenny’s bed the first night I was here?”
 
   Tess’s eyes widen at that.  She must remember how I woke up my first night as a woman in her house with blood on my sheets from my first period.  I’m sure Tess didn’t tell anyone else about that; she’s much too discreet.
 
   “Oh my.  I think I’ll go get some water,” Tess says.  “I’m feeling a bit piqued.”
 
   Jake watches her go and then pats my shoulder.  “It’ll be all right.  I’ll go talk to her.”
 
   “I’m sorry about this, Jake.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  How could you have known someone was going to do this?”
 
   “I shouldn’t have gone off alone.  I made myself an easy target.  And they got Maddy—”  I can’t say anything more.  I start to sob.  Jake pulls me close and rubs my back the way I did with Maddy when I was still a grown-up.  
 
   He waits until I’ve cried myself out before he pushes me back.  “I’d better go talk to her.  You’ll be all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   I grab the TV remote from the coffee table and then curl up on the couch.  There’s not much on at five in the morning, mostly infomercials.  I stop on the Disney Channel.  It’s some show about teenagers and their phony problems.  God, I’m not even a teen anymore.  What’s the word they use nowadays?  A tween.  That’s what I am.  Between being a toddler and a teen.  It sounds better than prepubescent.
 
   I feel a hand on my back.  I assume it’s Jake, but then I hear Tess say, “Stacey?  Do you want Jacob to take you up to your room?”
 
   “I can make it,” I say.  I sit up to prove to Tess how spry I am.
 
   She touches my hair and grimaces a little.  “This is going to take some getting used to,” she says.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But I want you to know, I’ll still love you no matter what you look like on the outside.  You’re like a daughter to me and I’m going to take care of you, no matter what.  Understand?”
 
   “I understand.”  I lean forward to hug her.  “I love you, Aunt Tess.”
 
   “I love you too, dear.”
 
   I don’t ask, but Tess scoops me off the couch.  She carries me upstairs.  I’m too tired to put up a fight about it.  Tess’s body feels so warm right now that I just about nod off on the way up.
 
   She turns on the hallway light so she can see into my bedroom.  From what I can see, everything is the same as before I left.  The only difference is little Maddy on my bed.  She’s still curled up on her side, thumb in her mouth.
 
   “Oh my,” Tess says again.  “The poor dear.”
 
   Tess pulls back the covers enough so I can scramble beneath them.  I squeeze in beside Maddy.  Before I can drift off to dreamland, Tess takes my glasses.  I hear them click down on the nightstand.  Then she bends down to kiss my forehead.  “Goodnight, dear.”
 
   “G’night, Aunt Tess.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   When I wake up, my hand touches something wet and cold.  I blink my eyes open.  Most of the room is a blur, but I can see a dark stain on the sheets, where Maddy had slept.  Then the smell of the stain hits me:  urine.  But I haven’t wet the bed in over forty-five years.
 
   I hear a sniffle from the corner of the room.  I fumble around until I find my glasses.  It’s dark in the corner, but I can make out a small, round lump surrounded by a pink blanket.  I roll off the bed and then pad over to the lump.  “Maddy?”
 
   “Go away,” she says.
 
   “Maddy, what’s wrong?  Did you have a bad dream?”
 
   “This is a bad dream.  I wanna wake up!”
 
   I sit down next to Maddy, close enough that I hope she can feel me through the blanket.  “Maddy, what happened?”
 
   “I went pee-pee.  On the bed.”
 
   “Oh.”  So it was Maddy responsible for that stain on the sheets.  “That’s not so bad.”
 
   “Is too.  Only babies wet the bed.”
 
   “It was just an accident.  No one will be mad.”
 
   “I’m mad.”  Maddy finally turns so I can see her face.  Her eyes are red and puffy from crying.  How long has she been here in the corner?  “I’m just a stupid baby.”
 
   “No you’re not.  You’re still a grown-up inside.”
 
   “Grown-ups don’t pee-pee in bed.”
 
   “Sometimes they do.”
 
   “Not normal ones.  I never did.”
 
   “Come on, it’s no big deal.  The first night I was in this room I got blood all over the sheets.”
 
   “Blood?”
 
   “From my period.  It was really nasty.  I didn’t even know about tampons or anything.  You know, because of my parents.”
 
   Maddy stares at me.  “You’re lying.”
 
   “I am not!  Ask Tess when she wakes up.  She was there.  She cleaned it up.”
 
   “But you were a grown-up when you came here.”
 
   “I know.  I had a little accident.  That’s all.”  Of course I was even more freaked out about it than Maddy was about wetting the bed.  Since then it’s become a funny story:  the eighteen-year-old girl with her first period.
 
   I reach beneath the blanket to touch Maddy’s hair.  “When Tess wakes up, we’ll explain and clean it up.  She won’t be mad.  I promise.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Now, how about I go get a towel and you can go back to sleep?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I pad down the hallway so I don’t make any noise.  Tess is a light sleeper, even lighter since I’m sure she’ll listen for any sign of distress.  I creep into the bathroom and find a beach towel.  Debbie used to do this the last time Maddy was a toddler.  Like the thumb sucking she eventually grew out of wetting her bed.  I hope it’s just because of all the stress from the previous night, not something that will continue.
 
   I make it back to the bedroom; Tess doesn’t wake up.  I spread the towel down over the wet stain on the bed.  Maddy climbs up onto the bed and plops down onto the towel.  Before long she’s asleep again, thumb planted in her mouth.  I watch her for a few minutes before I take off my glasses.  There are tears in my eyes before I fall back to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   The next time I wake up it’s almost noon.  When someone touches my shoulder, I think it must be Qiang to take more blood from me.  “No more tests,” I mumble.
 
   “I’m not going to test you, dear,” Tess says.
 
   I wake up and see a peach-and-gray blob.  Tess presses my glasses into my hands.  I put them on and most everything comes into focus.  I blink a few times, still not entirely used to the glasses.  “Hi.  Sorry about that.  Thought you were someone else.”
 
   “No one’s going to hurt you now.  You’re safe.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I turn and see Maddy is already gone.  The towel is still there.  “Maddy—”
 
   “She told me.  Poor little dear was all broken up about it.”
 
   “It is a big adjustment.”
 
   “Yes, it is.  It’s good she has a big sister like you to help her through it.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I say.  But who will help me get through it?
 
   Tess gives me a hand to help me out of bed.  I see a pile of clothes on the vanity.  “I fetched some of Jennifer’s old things from the attic.  I hope they’ll fit you until we can buy you some new clothes.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   She leaves me alone so I can change.  In some strange coincidence, Tess has picked out a pastel yellow T-shirt.  There’s a picture of the Grand Canyon at sunset on it, probably from a trip the Madigan family took years ago.  The shirt is a little snug over my tummy, but it’ll do.  The blue jeans are a couple sizes too big; the legs droop down past my feet.  I have to wear the same underwear and socks; Tess’s pack rat mentality didn’t extend that far.
 
   I pick up the brush that still has some of my red hairs in it.  I start to run it through my black tresses and note how much thicker they are.  Longer too.  I look for something to tie my hair back with.  I see a white plastic headband.  I brush my hair back from my face and then put on the headband.  It looks appropriate for a little girl like me.
 
   Tess waits for me outside.  “You look very pretty, dear.  I like what you did with your hair.”
 
   “Thanks.  Can we get it cut soon?  It’s so long.”
 
   “Certainly.  After you go see the doctor.  And after lunch.”
 
   Jake shows up as we finish our lunch.  “Hurry up, kids.  We’ve got to meet Dr. Palmer in an hour.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “At St. Vincent’s.”
 
   “Not Lennox?”
 
   “We thought that would be more discreet.”  Jake puts some emphasis on the last word.  I know what he’s thinking:  Dr. Ling had a mole at Lennox.  Until we know who that was, it would be best to stay away from there.  
 
   We take the station wagon this time.  There’s a booster seat in the center of the backseat.  “I found that in the garage,” Tess says.  “I think it would be best, Madison—”
 
   “But car seats are for babies.”
 
   “I know, but it’s the law.  All little girls have to use a booster seat.”
 
   “Why doesn’t Stacey?”
 
   “Because she’s not as little, dear.  When you get to be as big as Stacey, you won’t need one either.”
 
   “It’s not fair,” Maddy says.  Her face turns red as if she’s ready to throw a tantrum.
 
   “It’s only for a little while,” I say.  “Until you’re grown up again.”
 
   She looks at the seat and then back at me.  “OK.”
 
   Tess helps her buckle in.  I manage my own safety belt and note how much less belt I need now.  Maddy looks miserable on the plastic seat; her rear spills over its sides.  I pat her on the back.  “You’re such a brave girl,” I tell her.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Tess gets into the passenger seat and then we’re on our way.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Palmer meets us in the main lobby.  Just like Jake and Tess, she goes pale when she sees us.  She puts a hand to her mouth, probably to silence whatever curse words she was about to say.  Then she squats down so she’s eye-level with us.  “Hello, Madison.  Hello, Stacey.”  She touches each of us on the head as she says our names.  “You’re looking very pretty.”
 
   “So I’ve heard,” I grumble.
 
   “It really is you,” Dr. Palmer says.  “And you still remember who you are?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “No, I mean how old are you really?”
 
   “Eighteen-point-seven.”
 
   “That’s pretty exact.”
 
   “I’ll explain later.”
 
   Dr. Palmer turns to Maddy.  “And how old are you, Madison?”
 
   “Twenty-three.  Or I was.  Now I’m five.”
 
   “Yes you are.”
 
   “And you can make me grown up again?”
 
   “That’s what we’re going to find out.”
 
   She takes us to an elevator, which deposits us on the third floor.  From the pastel wallpaper with borders of cartoon animals, I know this is the pediatrics wing.  Much as I hate it, I know it makes sense.  We’ll be a lot less obvious here than in the oncology or burn wards.
 
   There’s an empty room already set up for us.  I use a stool to climb onto the exam table.  Jake lifts Maddy up to sit next to me; he ignores her protests that she can do it herself.  I pat Maddy’s back to reassure her everything will be all right.
 
   But the moment she sees Dr. Palmer with a syringe, she begins to shriek.  “Stay away from me!  Don’t touch me with that!”
 
   I put my arm around Maddy and pull her close.  “It’s all right, Maddy.  The doctor needs to take some blood so she can study it.  So she can make us better.”
 
   “He needed our blood too,” Maddy says.  She presses her face into my T-shirt.  “She’s going to make us littler.”
 
   “Dr. Palmer wouldn’t do that.  She’s a nice lady,” I say.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because she’s my doctor.”
 
   “She is?”
 
   “I’ve been seeing her since I was this age—the first time.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   Dr. Palmer jumps in to say, “That’s right, sweetheart.  Stacey is a good friend of mine.  She’s my most favorite patient in the whole world.”
 
   “And you’re not going to make us littler?”
 
   “No, of course not.  I promise.  I just need some blood samples so I can find out what that evil man did to you.  That will help me find a way to make you better.”
 
   “Well…OK.”  Maddy still holds my hand and looks away as Dr. Palmer takes her blood.  Despite how many times I’ve had my blood drawn in the last couple of months, I feel a nervous flutter in my belly at the sight of the needle.  When Dr. Palmer pulls out the needle, she puts a Snoopy Band-Aid over the hole.  I try to tell myself that’s all they have in the pediatric wing.
 
   Once she has the samples, Dr. Palmer sits down in a chair.  She pats Maddy’s knee.  “I don’t want you to expect any miracles.  It could take a while to find a way to change you back.  But I promise I’ll do everything I can for you two.”
 
   “What do we do until then?  I don’t wanna be a baby anymore.”
 
   “You’ll just have to make do the best you can, sweetheart.  I’m sorry.  I wish I could wave a magic wand to make you better, but I can’t.  It’s going to take a lot of hard work.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “I should have some preliminary results in a couple of days.  In the meantime, don’t do anything foolish.  Try to live as normal as you can.”
 
   “We’ll try,” I say.  I know all too well how hard it is to find a way to reverse FY-1978.  I only hope this time Dr. Palmer has more luck with it.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Palmer tries to make an excuse to get Maddy out of the room.  “I want to catch up a little with my favorite patient,” she says.  I could kill her when she tousles my hair as she says it.  In part because it’s demeaning, but also because Maddy sniffs out there’s something going on.
 
   “What are you going to talk about?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Some boring stuff.”
 
   “Then why can’t I stay?”
 
   Tess comes to our rescue.  She puts an arm around Maddy’s shoulder.  “How about we go down to the cafeteria and buy you some ice cream?”
 
   Maddy looks at me and then at Tess.  “OK.  As long as you aren’t talking about anything important.”
 
   “I promise it’s dull as dirt,” Dr. Palmer says.
 
   We wait a couple of minutes to make sure Tess and Maddy are gone.  Then Dr. Palmer says, “OK, young lady, tell me the rest of it.”
 
   So I tell her most everything that happened since I woke up in Dr. Ling’s makeshift prison.  It’s good Jake is there, so I won’t have to tell him all of this again later.  Dr. Palmer stops me a couple of times, to ask me about the equipment I saw.  “This ‘meat thermometer’ you mentioned, that’s what told him your age?”
 
   “Yes.  He says it measures cellular decay.  Like counting tree rings.”
 
   “That’s a simplistic way of putting it, but it’s more or less true.  Keep going.”
 
   I tell her all about what the first batch of serum did to Maddy.  Then about what the second batch did to me.  “He put all these diodes on me to check for interaction between his formula and Dr. Nath’s.”
 
   “Was there anything?”
 
   “No.  But he was disappointed with the results.  He didn’t want me to get so young.”
 
   “So maybe there was a reaction.  His formula could have reacted with the stuff already in your blood and sent it into overdrive.”
 
   “He was going to take us back to China.  Qiang says he was going to dissect us after he learned everything he could.”
 
   “That doesn’t surprise me.”  Dr. Palmer sighs.  “We’ve dealt with Ling Pharmaceuticals before.  They’re real sons of bitches, as you can see.  And the regulations over there are a joke.  That lets them get away with all this mad scientist bullshit.”
 
   “At least he got what was coming to him,” I say.
 
   “I will have to give you and Maddy both a proper physical.  We have to see what all that shit he gave you did.  I mean, you look like a normal ten-year-old on the outside, but we don’t have any idea what’s going on inside.”
 
   “He already did some tests on both of us.”
 
   “Well, since your friend blew up his lab, there’s no way I can get a copy of those results.”  She looks up at Jake.  “I’ll set it up and then give you a call.  We’ll run everything out of here for the time being.  Did Ling say how he knew about our formula?”
 
   “No.  He probably has someone working on the inside.  You know how money can make people do things,” I say.  I glance at Jake.
 
   “In the meantime, I’d suggest getting a proper eye exam.  You’ll probably need some real glasses made for you specifically, not some dead woman’s daughter.”
 
   Jake claps me on the shoulder.  “Looks like we got a full day ahead.”
 
   “The fun never stops.”
 
   I’m about to hop off the table, but Dr. Palmer puts a hand on my knee to stop me.  “We need to talk about Madison.”
 
   “What about her?”
 
   “I think you know what I’m talking about.”
 
   “No.  I don’t.”
 
   Dr. Palmer sighs.  I make a lot of people do that.  “I’m talking about mental regression.  You’ve seen the signs.  The way she whines.  Throwing tantrums when she doesn’t get her way.  How she clings to Stacey, who is for all practical purposes her big sister.  Coloring with crayons.  Playing with dolls.”
 
   “Wetting the bed,” Jake adds.
 
   “She’s sucking her thumb too when she sleeps,” I say.  “So what?  She’s been through a lot in the last couple of months.”
 
   “Exactly.  Her mind has been traumatized by all of this.  She doesn’t know how to handle it, so she’s reverting back to her five-year-old self.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do about it?”
 
   “We should bring Dr. Macintosh in on this.  He has experience working with traumatized children.  He could help her deal with it.”  Dr. Palmer pats my knee.  “It wouldn’t be such a bad idea for you to see him again either.  He’s been calling me every day to ask about you.”
 
   “He has?”
 
   “Well I can’t blame him the way you ran out of that bar.”
 
   “You were there?”
 
   “No, but I’ve heard about it.  What happened?”
 
   “I had some stage fright.”
 
   “Right.  Anyway, I’m not as concerned about your mind.  You’ve already been through a few traumas.”
 
   “And you’re too damned stubborn to become a sweet little kid,” Jake adds.
 
   “That too.  The point is, Madison doesn’t have that experience.  She needs some help to sort everything out.  Otherwise she’s going to keep regressing until there’s nothing of the adult Madison left.”
 
   I can’t argue with that; I’ve already seen the symptoms myself.  “What are you going to tell him?”
 
   “I suppose I’ll have to tell him everything.”
 
   “Everything?  Even about me being…you know?”
 
   “Oh.”  Dr. Palmer tilts my chin up to look me in the eye.  “I’m sorry, Stacey, but I think he needs to know the whole truth if he’s going to help you and Maddy.”
 
   “But why?  Who I was before doesn’t have anything to do with Dr. Ling.”
 
   “If he’s going to help us then he needs to know the truth.”  
 
   I remember the way he eyed me, the same way as those drunk boys at the bar.  What will he think when he finds out I was born a man?  “I don’t wanna tell him.”
 
   “Why not?  Stacey, what’s wrong?”
 
   “He’ll think I’m a freak.”
 
   “He won’t.  Dr. Macintosh is a doctor, like me.”
 
   “He’ll hate me for lying.”
 
   “He’s not going to judge you.”  She gives my hand a squeeze.  “Trust me, Stacey.  Please?”
 
   I look her in the eye and see how serious she is about this.  “All right, you can tell him.”
 
   “Thank you.  That’s very grown up of you.”
 
   “Can we go?  Maddy’s probably finished her ice cream by now.”
 
   “Sure, you can go.”  She pats the roll of fat that bulges over my pants.  “You both could use to lay off the sweets, especially Madison.  I don’t want either of you developing diabetes.  You’ve dealt with enough needles already.”
 
   “I’ll try to keep my girlish figure,” I grumble.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   We separate at the eye doctor.  Tess takes Maddy home for a nap while Jake and I stay there.  We’ll have to get a cab to take us back, unless Jake wants to try to take me on the train.  
 
   “Can’t I go with them?” Maddy asks with a five-year-old’s whine.
 
   “No, dear.  You need to get some rest.  You’ve had a busy day.”
 
   “Have not.”
 
   “It’s for the best, dear.”
 
   “Trust me, it’s not going to be any fun,” I say.  “It’ll be as bad as all those tests Dr. Ling ran on us.”
 
   That prompts Maddy to shiver.  “I don’t want to go then.”
 
   With that, Tess drives off; Jake and I are alone again.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with these,” I say.  “They aren’t so bad.”
 
   “Palmer’s right:  you need glasses made for your eyes.  I don’t want you going blind because you insist on wearing these ugly old things.”
 
   “They’re not ugly.  I like them.”
 
   “You look like the Chinese Sally Jesse Raphael.”
 
   “It’s a good thing I’m not ten years old or I’d have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Stop being such a baby and go in the damned store.”
 
   Jake holds the door open so I can slip inside.  It looks more like a car dealer than an eye doctor.  There are rows of glasses all along the walls.  Sales reps in gray polo shirts chat with other customers, to help them try on glasses.  
 
   Jake puts a hand on my back to steer me past the rows of glasses.  A saleswoman spots us and then heads our way.  Her forced smile gives me the urge to cling to Jake’s leg the way Maddy used to do to mine when she got scared.  She bends down to focus on me.  I whimper out of fear at the way she looms over me.  “I bet you’re here to get some new glasses, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” I mumble.
 
   “We need to get her an eye exam too.  Can we do that today?”
 
   “Of course!  But first I’ll need to get some information about both of you.”
 
   She takes us over to a table so we can start to fill out the paperwork.  “All right, sweetie, what’s your name?”
 
   “Stacey.”
 
   “And what’s your last name?”
 
   I look up at Jake, not sure what I should say here.  We didn’t really think this far ahead.  Just like before, it’s Jake who renames me. “Cha...Chang,” he says.  He pats my back.  “She’s a little shy.”
 
   “Am not,” I mutter.
 
   “And how old are you, Stacey?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re a big girl, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” I say with teeth clenched.
 
   “And is this your daddy?”
 
   “I’m her grandfather,” Jake says.  “Jake Madigan.”
 
   “I see.  Does Stacey have insurance, Mr. Madigan?”
 
   “No.  We’ll pay cash today.”
 
   “Not a problem.  I’ll just need to get the rest of your information.”  Jake has to give the woman his address, phone number, and all that stuff.  My part in this interview is over.  The saleswoman hardly looks at me until she finishes the paperwork.  “And that should do it for now.  There will be a short wait before the doctor can see you.  In the meantime you can browse our selection.”
 
   I wait until the woman has gone to glare up at Jake.  “Chang?  That’s the best you could come up with?”
 
   “At least it isn’t Ling,” he says.
 
   “Gee thanks, Grandpa.”
 
   “Well you have to admit I don’t look like I could be the father to a ten-year-old Chinese girl.”
 
   “I guess.”  I sigh.  “We really have to work these things out ahead of time.”
 
   “Let’s hope it’s the last time.  Come on, let’s go find you something.  Try not to make it too expensive.  I’m not made of money.”
 
   “Right.”  We wander around the store for a few minutes.  Most of the glasses look the same to me.  The only glasses I’ve ever worn are sunglasses, so I have no idea if the shape or styles matter.  
 
   Then I see the perfect pair.  I stand on my toes, but they’re too high for me to reach.  I point up at them; my hand trembles with excitement.  “Let me see those.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes!  They’re perfect.”  The glasses in question have rectangular frames like most of the others that are a lot smaller than the ones I wear.  The difference is they’re the same red as the ones Qiang gave me.
 
   I take the old ones off to try the frames on.  The lenses are glass, so I have to lean close to a mirror to see my face.  I look slightly more grown up in these and except for the color they’re less conspicuous than Ming’s old glasses.
 
   I turn to Jake.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you look ridiculous.”
 
   “Well I like them.  They’re cute.”  
 
   “Why would you want to wear those?”
 
   I look down at my old glasses, the ones Qiang’s daughter wore.  “She saved our lives.  Her daughter’s going to die in prison because she helped us.  I just want to honor her memory, you know?”
 
   Jake considers this for a moment and then nods.  “If that’s what you want, we’ll get them.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandpa.”
 
   ***
 
   The eye tests are almost as bad as those Dr. Ling subjected us to.  Instead of jamming needles into my arm, the doctor blows puffs of air into my eyes.  Next he tries to put eye drops in to dilate my eyes.  I blink at the wrong time the first two times, so we have to do it a third time.  That’s all before we get to the more traditional test where I stare at the wall to read letters off the chart.
 
   I fail that test miserably; I only get to the third row of the chart.  The doctor smiles and says, “Very good, Stacey.”  As he writes down the results, I know he can’t believe how bad my eyes are.  If I have to stay in this body, I’ll probably be blind by the time I’m twenty.
 
   To finish, I stare into what looks like a bulkier Viewmaster so he can try different lenses.  “Number one or number two?” he asks.  There doesn’t seem to be much difference between them.  
 
   “Number two, I guess.”  We repeat this a few times before he scribbles a prescription for me.  I don’t know what the numbers mean, but I’m sure they’re bad.
 
   By the end of the tests, I’m ready to go home and take a nap.  I can’t just yet.  I have to get my new glasses.  The doctor talks to Jake, to tell him about the tests they ran to make sure I don’t have glaucoma or anything like that.
 
   The doctor gives me a pair of roll-on sunglasses to wear outside until the eye drops he gave me wear off.  Then he reaches into a pocket of his lab coat.  From the pocket he takes out a red sucker.  “And here’s a little something for being such a good patient.”
 
   “Thank you,” I mumble.
 
   “I’ll see you next year.  OK, Stacey?”
 
   “OK.”  God, I hope not.
 
   Since we already have the frames picked out, it’s not hard to get my new glasses started.  The same saleswoman as before waits on us.  She makes me try the frames on again, just to make sure I want them.  “They look very pretty,” she says.  To Jake she says, “It should only be an hour to get these made.  Two at most.  You can wait here if you want or—”
 
   “I think we’ll come back in a couple hours,” Jake says.  “I bet someone is really hankering for a milkshake about now.”
 
   “Right,” I say without enthusiasm.
 
   The sunglasses the doctor gave me don’t work very well in Ming’s old glasses.  They unroll and slip down my face.  The moment they get out of position, it’s like someone’s shined their high beams right into my eyes.  I look down at the sidewalk all the way to a diner a block or two away.
 
   “You all right, kid?” Jake asks.
 
   “It’s these stupid drops he gave me.”
 
   “Oh, those.  They’ll wear off in a few hours.”
 
   “Sucks until then.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.”
 
   We make it to the diner, where we take a booth in the darkest corner.  I press myself as far into that corner as I can, though it’s still too bright.  If the doctor thinks I’ll do this every year he can go fuck himself.
 
   “Uh-oh, looks like someone isn’t very happy,” a woman says.  I turn and see it’s our waitress.
 
   “She just went to the eye doctor,” Jake says.  
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.  But you do have such pretty eyes.” 
 
   “Thanks,” I mumble.
 
   “I think a chocolate milkshake would cheer her up,” Jake says.  “And I’ll have a coffee.  Black.”
 
   “Coming right up.”
 
   I wait until after the waitress is gone to glare at Jake again, though it’s a little difficult with my eyes dilated.  “It’s bad enough everyone else does that, but do you have to too?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Talking to me like I’m a kid.”
 
   “In case you haven’t noticed, you are a kid.  I’m just staying in character as your doting grandpa.”
 
   “Well maybe you could tone down the doting a little.”
 
   The waitress shows up with our drinks.  She put a curly straw in my shake, to make it more fun I guess.  “Here you go, sweetheart.  Enjoy!”
 
   I suck on the straw and watch the shake curl up it, into my mouth.  It’s been a while since I had a chocolate shake that wasn’t a diet one.  Jake just sits there; he gapes at me until I snap, “What?”
 
   “Seeing you like this, so little, it just makes me think—”
 
   His voice trails off, so I prod, “Think what?”
 
   “I was just thinking it’s too bad I’ll never have any real grandkids.”
 
   “Oh,” I say and look down at the table.  I think of Jennifer, Jake’s daughter who died four years earlier from cancer.  His and Tess’s only child, who died before she could have any kids of her own.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Jake says.  Unable to think of anything that would be of comfort, I slurp down my shake while he watches.
 
   After the shake, Jake buys us each a slice of pie—apple for him and chocolate for me.  We don’t say much until it’s time to go back over to the eye doctor to get my glasses.
 
   I walk out of the store in my new glasses.  I keep Ming’s in my pocket and hope someday I can give them back to her like Qiang wanted.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   With my eyes still affected by the eye drops, I doze for most of the cab ride home with my head against Jake’s arm.  I’m not sure at what point I actually fall asleep.  One moment I’m up against Jake and the next I wake up to find him carrying me.  When I begin to stir, he shushes me.  “It’s all right, kid.  Go back to sleep.”
 
   I decide to give in to this suggestion.  Before I drift back into unconsciousness, I hear Tess say, “Poor little dear is all tuckered out.” 
 
   The next time I wake up, it’s dark.  I roll over and fumble around to find my glasses on the nightstand.  I slip the glasses on, which allows me to see it’s six-thirty.  I’ve only been asleep for two hours, but it feels like much longer than that.
 
   I crawl out of bed and grope around for the light switch.  I have to remind myself it’s not in the same place as it used to be because I’m not in the same place I used to be.  I find the switch at last and keep my eyes closed as it flicks on.  
 
   I open my eyes slowly to see if those drops have worn off.  The light doesn’t sting quite so much this time.  I blink a few times to make sure.  Thank God that’s over with.  
 
   My stomach begins to rumble as I smell Tess’s pot roast.  The table is already set in the dining room, which probably means she held dinner until I woke up.  I follow my nose into the kitchen, where Tess stirs a bowl of mashed potatoes.
 
   “Hello, sweetheart,” she says.  “Are you feeling better now?”
 
   “Yes.  Is dinner ready yet?”
 
   “Almost.  Why don’t you go wait in the living room with Madison?”
 
   I find Maddy on the couch; she clutches a pillow that’s nearly as big as her chest.  She stares intently at the cartoons on the screen.  She barely seems to notice when I sit down beside her.  “What are you watching?” I ask.
 
   “Spongebob,” she says.
 
   “Is it any good?”
 
   “It’s OK.”  As the toy commercials come on, she finally turns to me.  “Your glasses are pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Was the eye doctor scary?”
 
   “Not too bad.  Just these drops he gave me were kind of annoying.”
 
   “When Jake carried you in, I thought maybe—”  Her voice trails off and I see her face redden as if on the verge of tears.
 
   “Hey, it’s all right,” I say.  I pat her back.  “No one hurt me.  My eyes were just a little tired from the drops.  That’s all.”
 
   “If anything happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do,” she says.  “I can’t do this alone.”
 
   “You aren’t going to have to do it alone.  I’ll help you through it.  I promise.”
 
   She turns to the TV when her show comes back on.  This time she leans against me the same way I leaned against Jake.  I think about what Dr. Palmer said, how this is traumatizing Maddy.  It is a big shock to her system, one she might never recover from.  
 
   When Tess calls us for dinner, Maddy hops off the couch in a heartbeat and races into the dining room as fast as her short legs can carry her.  That is until she sees Tess has put a phone book down on Maddy’s seat to help her reach the table.  “I don’t need to sit on anything,” Maddy whines.  “I’m not a baby.”
 
   “I just want to make sure you’re comfortable, dear.”
 
   “No booster seats,” Maddy says and then swipes the phone book to the floor.
 
   “That wasn’t very nice,” Tess says, her voice hard enough that I flinch.
 
   “Sorry.”  Maddy retrieves the phone book to hand it back to Tess, who tucks it under her arm.
 
   “It’s all right.  Just sit down, dear.”
 
   Maddy can reach the table—barely.  She has to be pushed in all the way and even then the table comes up to her chin.  At least Tess doesn’t try to put a bib around her neck, which would set Maddy off for sure.
 
   I sit across from Maddy, the table not so high on me, but still not what I’m used to.  To set a good example for Maddy, I sit calmly and wait for the adults to sit down.  Jake comes in a minute later, still on the phone.  “I’ll call you back in about a half-hour,” he says.
 
   “Who was that?” I ask.
 
   “Woods.  They found that school where you were being held.”
 
   Tess clears her throat as she sits down.  One of her rules is not to discuss business at the dinner table.  “Now everyone, bow your heads and let’s say grace.”
 
   I see Maddy’s cheeks redden at that last word as she no doubt thinks of Grace.  Her cheeks are still red all during the prayer, though she doesn’t cry.  But when Tess ladles some potatoes onto Maddy’s plate, Maddy makes a disgusted face.  “Yuck, potatoes.”
 
   “But you love mashed potatoes,” Tess says.
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “Well, what do you want?”
 
   “Ice cream.”
 
   “That’s for dessert, sweetheart.  Eat your potatoes and then later you can have some ice cream.”
 
   “No!  I want it now!”  Maddy struggles to move her chair back and then hops down to the floor.
 
   “Madison, you don’t leave the table until you’ve eaten your dinner.”
 
   “I don’t want dinner.  I want ice cream!”
 
   “Young lady, that is enough.  Sit down right now or you won’t get anything to eat at all.”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do!  You’re not my mommy!”  Maddy scurries towards the kitchen, but she’s not fast enough.  Tess grabs her before she can reach the doorway and hefts Maddy into the air.  Maddy’s stubby legs kick futilely at the air.  “Lemme go!  I want ice cream.”
 
   I stare down at my plate, not sure what to do.  As Maddy’s father I should be the one to do what Tess is, but as a ten-year-old girl I don’t have the authority to make Maddy sit down and eat her dinner.  So I do nothing and feel lousy.
 
   By the time she’s seated again, Maddy’s face is red and soaked with tears.  “Go on and eat your dinner,” Tess says.  “Unless you want to go to your room for the night.”
 
   Maddy dips her spoon into the potatoes.  She draws the spoon back towards her mouth.  At the last second, she flings the spoonful of potatoes over Tess’s shoulder, against the wall.  Before Maddy can get another spoonful, Tess seizes her by the wrist.  This sets Maddy into a full-fledged tantrum.  She begins to shriek so loud I have to cover my ears.
 
   “That’s enough, young lady,” Tess says.  She starts to carry Maddy away, impervious to Maddy’s thrashing.
 
   I get up to follow them, but Jake grabs my wrist.  “Let them go,” he says.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Sit down and finish your supper.  Tess can handle it.”
 
   I can hear Maddy’s screams even from upstairs.  It reminds me of Dr. Ling’s lab, except nothing so sinister is going on here.  It’s just a tantrum, like the ones Maddy used to throw at my dinner table.  Back then I carried her upstairs to her room and locked her in for the night.  It didn’t feel good then; it feels even less good now.
 
   But when Jake lets my wrist go, I sit down to eat my dinner.
 
   ***
 
   Jake, Tess, and I watch reruns of The Golden Girls until eight-thirty.  Then Tess pats me on the back.  “Time for you to get ready for bed.”
 
   “Already?”
 
   Tess clucks her tongue.  “Don’t you start with me, young lady.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I want you to make sure you brush your teeth before you go to bed.  We don’t want you getting cavities in that beautiful smile.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I start to trudge up the stairs.  Tess calls after me, “I put a nightgown on the nightstand for you.  Try not to wake Madison.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   I ease open the bedroom door so I won’t wake Maddy.  As Tess promised, there’s a nightgown on the nightstand.  I leave the door open a crack to provide a little light while I change.  The nightgown is a Garfield one that’s a couple of sizes too big on me.  I try not to trip over the hem of it as I shut the door and then crawl into bed.
 
   After I’ve put my glasses on the nightstand, I hear Maddy stir.  “Stace?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I whisper.  “I know what happened.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   I slide across the bed to snuggle up against her.  That will make it easier for us to talk without Tess or Jake being able to hear us.  “Maddy, you can’t let Grace go.  You’ve got to hold on to that love.  Then you’ll always remember who you really are.”
 
   “What if I never see her again?  Or if I do, what if I’m still a little kid?”
 
   “Grace is always going to love you, no matter how old you are or what you look like.”
 
   Maddy sniffles and then says, “Sometimes I forget.  I have to focus really, really hard to remember her face or her voice or her kiss—”
 
   She turns her head to cry into her pillow.  I rub her back and try to think of something to say.  “Hey, you remember that picture you made in your cell?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, maybe you should make another one.”
 
   “That might work.”  She surprises me with a kiss on my cheek.  “Thanks, Stace.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “G’night, Stace,” she says with a yawn.  Just like that she’s out again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   The next morning there’s a knock on the door.  “Girls, time to get up,” Tess calls in a singsong voice.  She opens the door a crack.  “Rise and shine.”
 
   I groan as Tess turns on the light.  After I scramble to find my glasses, I see it’s eight o’clock in the morning.  I’ve been asleep for almost eleven hours.  I roll out of bed and nearly trip over the hem of my nightgown in the process.  Tess is there to steady me before I can fall.  “Don’t worry, today we’re going to buy you both some new clothes.”
 
   “Goody,” I say, never much of a morning person.  Tess, who got up early the majority of twelve years to see Jennifer off to school, is a lot more chipper.
 
   “I had another accident,” Maddy says, the shame evident in her voice.
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  I’ll clean it up later.  First, it’s time for you two to get a bath.”
 
   “A bath?” Maddy repeats.  Her voice trembles.  “Can’t I take a shower?”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re too little for that.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts, young lady.  Both of you march into the bathroom right now.”
 
   “Both of us?” I ask.
 
   “You’re not too big to take a bath with your little sister, are you?” Tess asks.  She gives me a look to encourage me.  I know what she wants from me, to set a good example for Madison.
 
   “No, I’m not,” I say.  I hold out my hand to Maddy.  “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
 
   Maddy looks at Tess and then at me.  “OK,” she says.
 
   I lead her down to the main bathroom.  I hope Tess doesn’t mind that I turn on the faucets to start filling the tub.  She should know I have better sense than to let Maddy drown.
 
   By the time I’m down to my underpants, Maddy still hasn’t taken off so much as a sock.  “Do you need help?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t want to,” she says.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s creepy.”
 
   She’s got me there.  Still, Tess is right that Maddy isn’t big enough to use the shower.  We can’t trust her to bathe on her own either.  This is for the best.  Before I say anything, I remind myself I’ve talked criminals out of killing hostages; I should be able to handle this.  “It’s not so weird,” I say.  “You’ve seen girls naked before.”
 
   “But not you.”
 
   “How about you keep your eyes closed and I’ll get in the water and then I’ll close my eyes and you can get in the tub?”
 
   “OK,” Maddy says.  “But you promise not to peek?”
 
   “I promise.”  Maddy closes her eyes while I undress the rest of the way.  Then I step into the back of the tub.  I sink down in the warm water, to let it cover me.  With my eyes closed, I say, “Your turn.”
 
   “I’m so fat,” Maddy says.  “It’s gross.”
 
   “It’s fine.  You just haven’t grown into your body yet.”
 
   “Maybe I never will.”  I hear her splash down in front of me.  “You can look now.”
 
   Tess interrupts us.  She kneels down beside the tub with a plastic bowl.  “Who wants to go first?  Stacey?”
 
   “Sure,” I say.  That way Maddy will see it’s not so bad.  I close my eyes and let Tess pour the bowl of water over my head.  I haven’t had a bath like this in a good forty-two years.  Back then it was my grandma who did it.  I remember how long her fingernails were, how it felt like she would rip out all the hair on my head.
 
   Tess is far gentler.  It’s more like a massage when she works the shampoo into my wet hair.  I keep my eyes squeezed shut; I don’t want to get anything into my already-bad eyes.  She rinses my hair and then puts in some conditioner.  After another rinse, Tess says, “You can open your eyes, dear.”
 
   I blink a few times.  Maddy faces me to watch my reaction.  I smile at her.  “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   “No,” Maddy says.
 
   “Now it’s your turn, sweetheart,” Tess says.  “Keep your eyes shut very tight.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   For once Maddy cooperates.  She whimpers a little as Tess works in the shampoo, but she doesn’t make a fuss.  That’s progress as far as I’m concerned.  After Tess rinses the conditioner out, I pat Maddy on the back.  “Good job.”
 
   The next step is to clean the rest of us.  Tess rubs a bar of soap across my back and chest hard enough to scrape a couple layers of skin off.  She even scrubs at my cheeks and of course behind my ears.  There is one area she won’t do.  She blushes a little and then hands the soap to me.  “I think you’d better handle the rest, dear.”
 
   “Sure,” I say.  I’m not as thorough on my lower half as Tess was on the upper half.  In the last year I’ve gotten used to washing my girlish parts, but not with an audience.  After a few token swipes with the soap, I hand it back to Tess.  “All done.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”
 
   She goes through the same routine with Maddy.  Before she hands over the soap, Tess looks Maddy in the eye.  “Can you handle this very big girl job?” she asks.
 
   “Yes.  I’m not a baby.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   Despite what she says, Maddy is as half-hearted about it as I am.  That will take time.  For today, we’re finished.  Tess holds up a towel.  “Up you go, sweetheart.”  I turn away as Maddy stands up.  Tess is quick to wrap the towel around Maddy.  She gives Maddy a quick hug.  “You were very brave, dear.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   It’s my turn then to get out of the tub.  Tess wraps the towel around me, to let me dry myself off.  We keep the towels around our bodies as Tess picks up a comb to work the tangles out of our hair.
 
   This is the one time when Maddy is much better behaved than I am.  Her hair isn’t as long and thus not as snarled.  Tess needs only a few strokes before Maddy’s hair is smooth as black silk.
 
   Mine requires a lot more effort.  Tess has me sit down on the toilet to make it a little easier.  Her first attempt to run the comb through gets a couple of inches before it snags.  I cry out; it feels almost as bad as when Ling’s goon yanked me backwards by the hair.  Though I want to set a good example for Maddy, I can’t keep tears out of my eyes as Tess continues to try to work the comb through my hair.
 
   “Do you have to do it so hard?” I whine.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  We’re almost done.”
 
   Someone takes my hand.  Though I have my eyes closed tight, I know from the size of it that it’s Maddy’s hand.  I squeeze it back to let her know I’m all right.  It doesn’t feel like it though as Tess finishes up; my scalp feels like someone’s lit it on fire.
 
   As I sniffle and wipe tears away, Tess pats my shoulder.  “It’s all right, Stacey.  We’re going to get it cut today so it won’t be so bad next time.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Then, clean and well-coiffed, we head back to the bedroom to change.
 
   ***
 
   Jake reads the paper in the dining room when we come downstairs.  “Well, look at that.  Are those my two little grandchildren?”
 
   “Yes,” I say.
 
   “I almost didn’t recognize you now that you’re not so grubby.  And I didn’t even hear any screaming.”
 
   “They were both very good,” Tess says.  “Especially Madison.”
 
   “It was just a bath,” Maddy says, though she smiles about her accomplishment.
 
   Maddy and I sit down at the table while Tess makes us some pancakes.  Jake’s already picked out the comics page to hand to Maddy.  As she studies the comic strips, I see her mouth move as she works out some of the bigger words.  I remember how unsteady her handwriting was too.  Is that mental regression or something else?  I should ask Dr. Palmer next time we see her.  I hope that won’t be too long.
 
   “So what’s on today’s agenda?” Jake asks.
 
   “Tess is going to take us clothes shopping,” Maddy says.  “And get Stacey a haircut.”
 
   “She sure could use it,” Jake says.  “That hair gets any longer and we’ll have to start calling you Cousin It.”
 
   “It’s not that long,” I say.
 
   “Here we go, girls,” Tess says.  She brings in a plate stacked high with pancakes.  “Dig in.”
 
   Since she didn’t eat last night, Maddy tears into the pancakes ravenously.  I’m a little more reserved, though Tess does make excellent pancakes.  
 
   While she works on her pancakes, Maddy asks, “Where are we going to go?”  I see a worried look flicker across her face.  If Tess takes us to the garment district, then we might run into Grace, not to mention other people Maddy knows from around the neighborhood.
 
   “I was thinking over to the Wal-Mart.  I need to pick up a few groceries too.  I didn’t plan on cooking for two little girls, especially not one fussy eater.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Maddy says.  “I didn’t mean to be bad.”
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  Think nothing of it.”
 
   “Well, much as I’d love to accompany you three, I have to get to work.  By now some of the forensics have come back from that school where he was keeping you.”
 
   Tess clears her throat.  “I don’t think the girls need to hear about that.”
 
   “I know.”  Jake gives his wife a chaste kiss.  Before he can leave, Maddy runs over to hug his leg.
 
   “Bye-bye Grandpa Jake.”
 
   My farewell to him is a lot more subdued.  I wave and then turn back to my breakfast.  I just hope those forensics from the school don’t show that Qiang is dead.
 
   ***
 
   There’s a salon inside the Wal-Mart.  Tess wheels us into it and then helps us out of the shopping cart.  One of the stylists comes over and like the saleswoman at the eye doctor bends down with a phony smile.  “I see two little girls who need a haircut,” she says
 
   “Especially this one,” Tess says.  She pats my head.
 
   “I can see why.  You’re starting to look like Rapunzel.”
 
   “It’s not that long,” I say.  My entire face turns warm out of embarrassment.
 
   “Not yet.  We’re just in time.”  The stylist leads me over to a chair.  I pout a little when I see the booster seat on it.  I’m not that little; I’m not a toddler like Maddy.  I look over at Maddy and Tess and remember how important it is for me to set a good example, so I climb onto the booster seat.
 
   “Such long, pretty hair,” the stylist says as she holds my long tresses up with one hand while she fastens the plastic smock around my neck with the other.  “It’s almost a shame to cut it.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”  Much as I hated Tess’s combing earlier, I really don’t want to be in this chair, on the stupid booster seat.
 
   “I don’t think your mommy would like that.”
 
   “She’s not my mommy.  She’s my grandma.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  Where is your mommy?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I don’t say anything.  Tess would chide me for being so mean to this nice lady, but I’m tired of all the condescension.
 
   The stylist runs the comb through my hair a few times, which is easier than when Tess did it.  “So what do you want to do with it?”
 
   “Can you give me a perm?  And dye it red?”  If she could do that, then at least I’d recognize a little something of myself.
 
   “We’d have to ask your grandma about that.”
 
   Tess is across the salon to confer with another stylist about what to do with Maddy.  She looks more comfortable on the booster seat, but then she’s used to it from the car.  “I think she would look really pretty with something short,” the other stylist says.  She holds a comb up to Maddy’s jaw line.  “About there.”
 
   “I don’t want it short,” Maddy whines.  “I want it long and pretty, like Stacey’s.”
 
   “Now, Madison—”
 
   “It’s my hair!”
 
   Tess sighs.  “I suppose a little bit longer.  About shoulder-length.”
 
   “No,” Maddy says.
 
   “That’s enough, young lady.  You keep it up and you’re going back to the car without any new clothes or anything.”
 
   Maddy pouts, but doesn’t say anything, which is tacit approval for the stylist to go ahead.  With that settled, Tess walks across the salon to me.  “I think you can cut off about eight inches,” Tess says.
 
   “What about her bangs?” the stylist asks.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.  What do you think, dear?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I think she’d look really cute with bangs.”  The stylist combs my hair forward.  Then she holds up the mirror.  The heavy line of bangs has covered my entire forehead, right down to the tops of my eye sockets.  My face looks different, smaller than before.  This isn’t the face of the little Chinese girl Dr. Ling tortured for weeks; this is someone new, someone innocent and cute with a whole new life ahead of her.
 
   “I love it,” I say.
 
   “Then let’s get to it,” the stylist says.
 
   My haircut doesn’t take very long.  Mostly the stylist has to snip those eight inches or so in the back.  She has to trim a little along the sides as well to even it out.  The worst part is when she trims my new bangs.  Even with my terrible eyes I can see the scissors hover over my eyes; one false move and I’ll need an eye patch.  I whimper a little at that.  The stylist puts a hand on my shoulder.  “It’ll be fine, sweetheart.  Just stay still.”
 
   I do as she says and squeeze my eyes shut until she tells me to open them.  She holds the mirror up again.  I give my head a couple tosses and then smile at how much better it feels.  I resist the urge to brush the bangs away; that’s something I’ll have to get used to.
 
   Maddy’s haircut takes a lot longer, mostly because she fidgets nonstop.  The stylist gets one snip in before Maddy starts to wiggle in her seat.  By the time I’m done, Maddy’s is only done on one side.  Her face is red and her eyes wet.  “I wanna go home,” she whines.
 
   “Hi,” I say.
 
   “Hi.  You look pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.  You’re looking pretty too.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Yes, but if you really want to look pretty, then you need to let the nice lady work.”
 
   “But the scissors are so sharp.  She could cut me.”
 
   “She’s not going to hurt you.”  I toss my hair for Maddy, so she can see I’m all right.  “The lady didn’t hurt me, did she?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well then, why don’t you be a big girl and let her work?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Tess and I stand back to let the stylist work.  “That was very nice of you,” Tess says.  She runs her hand along my hair.  “It is pretty.”
 
   “Better than I used to look?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s so different.”
 
   We sit not too far away from Maddy so we can watch.  She has her eyes closed and from what I can tell, she’s bitten down on her lip to hold down the fear.  
 
   Maddy stays calm until the stylist starts to clip by her ears.  Then Maddy lets out a shriek they can probably hear at the back of the store.  “Don’t touch me!” she wails.
 
   The stylist takes a step back, her face pale.  She’s probably seen tantrums in the chair before, but not like this.  I bolt from my chair and hurry over to take Maddy’s hand.  She starts to  sob openly now.  “It’s all right, Maddy.  I’m here.  No one will hurt you.”
 
   “Don’t leave me, Stace.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I keep hold of Maddy’s hand, which is hard when the stylist needs to get over to that side.  We have to do a little dance around each other to clear the way.  Through it all, Maddy cries silently, still haunted by visions of Dr. Ling’s prison.
 
   For all the trouble that’s gone into it, the haircut looks nice.  It’s layered in front so she doesn’t have bangs like me, while the back is long enough to touch her shoulders.  The stylist’s hand shakes a little as she holds the mirror up for Maddy.  “See?” I tell her.  “You look pretty.  And no one hurt you.”
 
   “I do look pretty,” she says.  She tosses her hair a little.  “Like a big girl.”
 
   “OK, girls, back into the cart,” Tess says.  She leaves us near the front of the salon while she talks to the stylists.  I’m sure there will be a very large gratuity after all of this trouble.
 
   Once she’s paid, Tess returns to us.  She strokes Maddy’s shorter hair.  “Do you want to go home now, sweetheart?”
 
   “No,” Maddy whispers.  “I can do it.”
 
   Tess and I exchange uncertain looks, but then she pushes the cart past the cash registers, into the apparel section.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   It’s not much fun to shop for clothes when you don’t have credit cards with no limits and are confined to Wal-Mart’s selection of cheap, sweat shop-made goods.  As I browse the racks of little T-shirts, jeans, and hoodies, I don’t get the same giddy thrill as I did when I shopped with Bobby Blades’s credit cards a year ago.  This is Tess and Jake’s money now, their savings.  That money should be for Jake’s retirement, not to buy clothes for two little girls who aren’t even his responsibility.
 
   Once we’ve decided on all of our purchases, Tess loads them and Maddy into the cart.  There’s not enough room anymore for me to fit too, so I have to walk beside the cart as we make our way to the toy section.  I stare at the rows of pink Barbie boxes and suppress a shiver.  “You can each get one doll,” Tess says.
 
   “No thanks,” I say.
 
   “But we can’t play if we don’t both have one,” Maddy says.  “Pwease?”
 
   I can’t tell if she’s being serious or not.  I suppose she is.  I roll my eyes.  “Fine, but you can pick them both out.”
 
   Maddy stands up in the cart, which makes it easier for her to reach the shelves.  She finds a doll with red hair like the one we had in Dr. Ling’s dungeon and hands it to me.  The red hair is the wrong shade, I never had freckles, and my boobs were never that big, but I suppose it’ll work.
 
   The one Maddy picks out for herself is an actual Barbie in a pink business suit with a microphone and video camera.  She’s supposed to be a TV reporter.  Maddy would rather be a print journalist, but they don’t seem to have one of those so this will have to do.  She stares at the doll; I’m sure she imagines herself as a grown-up in a business suit on camera.
 
   Tess perhaps senses things are about to take a dark turn; she hurries us over to the stuffed toys.  Again she says we can each have one toy.  And again I decline.  This time it’s Tess who presses the issue.  “Every little girl should at least have a teddy bear,” she says.  “Or how about a monkey?  Isn’t this one cute?”  She holds out a hot pink monkey with a lighter pink belly.
 
   It’s my turn to throw a tantrum.  I stamp my foot on the floor.  “I don’t want any stupid toys!  Stop treating me like a little kid.”
 
   The last thing I expect is for Tess to cry.  “I’m sorry, dear.  You’re absolutely right,” she says.  She tosses the monkey back into the bin.  “I keep forgetting.”
 
   I know why she forgets:  she looks at me and sees Jennifer, the daughter she lost four years ago.  Tess had never tried to replace her daughter; it was only by chance I dropped into her lap.  Even then I didn’t need her in the same way, at least not after the first few days.  I wasn’t dependent on her the way Maddy and I are now.  It was easy enough for both of us to think of her as an aunt, not my mommy, or my grandma.  And then after three months without me, she gets all of this extra responsibility thrust upon her.  It’s not fair.
 
   “I’m sorry, Grandma Tess,” I say.  I look down at my feet with shame.  “I’ve been naughty.”
 
   “Don’t think anything of it.” 
 
   I retrieve the pink monkey from the bin.  I hug it tight to my chest.  “I like it,” I say.  “It’s so soft.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”
 
   Maddy picks out a pink bunny rabbit.  She calls it Mrs. Hoppy after a similarly pink rabbit that used to be her favorite toy.  I remember that Mrs. Hoppy because I bought it for her in the hospital gift shop the night she was born.  The original is probably still in a box somewhere, in a storage unit or in a closet of Debbie’s condo.
 
   With a tired sigh, Tess says, “Well, I guess it’s time for us to get moving.”
 
   ***
 
   Of course things can’t be that simple.  While Maddy and I study the candy bars in the checkout lane, I hear a woman’s voice call Tess’s name.  My first thought is it’s an employee to complain about the swath of destruction we’ve left in our wake across the store.
 
   It’s a lot worse than that.  It’s a hunchbacked old woman with glasses even thicker than mine.  Her name is Minnie and she’s the biggest gossip at Tess’s church.  I remember the first service I attended, how the old woman came up to Tess and Jake and asked, “And who is this?”
 
   She does the same thing now after she exchanges pleasantries with Tess.  “Are these adorable little girls yours?”
 
   “For the moment,” Tess says.  Though Tess smiles, I can see the way her hands tighten around the handlebar of the cart.  She probably hoped out here we wouldn’t bump into anyone familiar.  “This is Stacey and Madison.”
 
   “Stacey?  Like the young woman who used to be staying with you?”
 
   “Yes.  One Stacey vanishes and another one falls into our laps,” Tess says.  “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”
 
   “I was so sorry to hear about that poor girl.  Have they ever found her?”
 
   “No, not yet.  Jacob says the department is still looking, but there aren’t any leads.”
 
   “Well, I’ll keep praying for her.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “So how did you happen to end up with these two cuties?”
 
   “Oh, well, their parents died and there was no one to take care of them.  Jacob and I couldn’t bear the thought of them going to one of those dreadful group homes.  We volunteered to take care of them until the state can find a good foster home.  It helps fill the void with the other Stacey missing.”
 
   “I’m sure it does.  You’re such a generous woman.  That’s what I keep telling everyone:  there’s no one in the congregation more generous than Teresa Madigan.”
 
   “I’m nothing special.  Just following what the Good Book says.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  So will you be bringing Stacey and—”
 
   “Madison.”
 
   “Stacey and Madison to services on Sunday?  They are Christian, aren’t they?”
 
   “They are, but Jacob and I aren’t sure they’re ready for that yet.  They only moved in a couple of days ago.  It’s been hectic for all of us.”
 
   “I imagine it would be.”
 
   An old bearded man who uses his cart like a walker shows up behind Minnie.  He clears his throat.  “Well, we’ve got to be off.  It’s good to see you, Teresa.  And your two delightful new charges.”  The old woman waves to us.  “I’m sure I’ll see you both soon.”
 
   “I can hardly wait,” I grumble after Minnie has toddled off with her husband.
 
   “Who was that old witch?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Never mind, dear.  Are you all set to check out?”
 
   “Yes,” we say in unison.
 
   “Good,” Tess says.  I couldn’t agree more.
 
   ***
 
   After our epic trip to Wal-Mart, there’s nothing I’d rather do than collapse on my bed and sleep.  There’s just one problem:  my bed is gone.  I trudge up the stairs to find Jake in the bedroom, as he puts the finishing touches on a set of twin bunk beds.  The lower bed is shaped like a race car while the rails for the upper one are metal the same red as my glasses.
 
   “What’s all this?” I ask.  I drop my bags of clothes to the floor.
 
   Jake turns and grins.  “Ta-da,” he says.  “You remember Bob Wertz?”
 
   “Young guy?  Works in forensics?”
 
   “That’s right.  We got talking and he mentioned he had these beds his kids weren’t using anymore.  I thought you two might like them so you won’t have to share.”
 
   “But they’re for boys,” I say.
 
   “You’d rather keep sleeping with Madison?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Just try it for a couple of nights.”  He pats the ladder to the top bunk.  “Go on, try it out.  But no jumping around.”
 
   “I know.  I’m not stupid.”
 
   As I climb up, Jake asks, “Tess get you two haircuts?”
 
   “Yes.  You like it?”
 
   “It looks nice.”
 
   I swing myself onto the top bunk.  From there I feel tall again.  I look down at Jake.  “You like the bangs?” I ask.  I run a hand through them.
 
   “Sure.  You like the bed?”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   Tess leads Maddy into the room then.  Maddy’s reaction is the same as mine.  “That’s a boy’s bed,” she says with obvious revulsion.
 
   “We could always repaint it,” Jake says.
 
   Maddy shrugs at this suggestion.  Then she crawls onto the bed.  As she does, I hear plastic crinkle.  That’s the other reason Jake brought the beds home, so Maddy’s accidents won’t ruin the other bed.  I brace myself for Maddy to throw another tantrum at this.  She doesn’t.  She doesn’t say anything.  I slide beneath the rails, out enough to see underneath my new bed.  Maddy’s fallen asleep.  It’s no surprise after the day we’ve had.
 
   “I guess she likes it,” Jake says.
 
   “I guess so,” I say and then I slide behind the rail again to take a little nap myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   For our big meeting with Dr. Macintosh, Tess has us in our best clothes, the ones we’ll wear for church.  Maddy’s dress is pink with puffy sleeves while mine is dark blue with a white belt.  We had to take another bath too, though this time when Tess combed my hair it didn’t hurt so much.  Maddy didn’t complain either when Tess put her hair into cute little pigtails.  She behaved herself all during the ride into the city too, which I take as a hopeful sign.
 
   As we ride the elevator up, I don’t realize my nervousness about meeting Dr. Macintosh is evident until Tess rubs my back.  “Don’t worry, dear.  It won’t be too bad.  He just wants to talk.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   We get off on the fifth floor for his office.  The last time I opened the door I could do it all by myself.  I had been a grown woman back then with a job, friends, and perhaps a new career.  It wasn’t such a bad life.  I didn’t think so at the time, but now I’d give anything for that life back.
 
   This time Jake holds open the door while Tess ushers me inside.  Maddy clings to her koala-style; she’s far more nervous than I am.  I hope she doesn’t throw a tantrum in the doctor’s office.  I don’t think I could handle the embarrassment of it.
 
   There are a bunch of kids and their parents in the waiting room, just like last time.  I don’t feel out of place among the kids, not now that I’m one of them.  I don’t want to get too close to them though, so I sit at the end, in a corner.  Tess sits down next to me while Jake deals with the receptionist.
 
   There’s one person who looks out of place.  He’s a boy probably no more than the age Maddy used to be.  With his longish brown hair and goatee, he looks more like he should be behind the counter of the Kozee Koffee.  Is he another of Dr. Macintosh’s special patients?
 
   Next to him is the girl in the school uniform I saw the first time I came to this office.  Like that first time, she plays with her phone.  But before I can turn away, she looks up at me and smiles.  I turn my gaze back to my feet, but it’s too late.  From the corner of my eye, I can see her come towards me.
 
   She jiggles her phone.  “Want to play?”
 
   I force myself to look up at her.  “Play what?”
 
   “Angry Birds.”
 
   “Oh, no, that’s OK.”
 
   Tess pats my arm.  “It’s all right, Stacey.  Go play Angry Birds.”
 
   “I don’t know.  They might call our names—”
 
   “Don’t be shy,” Tess says.  “Play with your new friend.”
 
   I give Tess a look to plead with her, but she doesn’t bail me out.  The girl sits next to me.  “I’m Stacey,” I say.
 
   “Jamie,” she says.  She points to the boy who was next to her.  “That’s my brother Caleb.  And Travis.  He’s our babysitter.”
 
   “That’s interesting.”
 
   She hands the phone to me.  I stare at the screen, but have no idea what to do.  I only ever used my cell phone to call Grace or Maddy, or to reply to their text messages.  When it comes to all this new technology, I’m still an old man about it.  “Um—”
 
   “You haven’t played Angry Birds before?”
 
   “No.  What do I do?”
 
   “I’ll show you.”  Jamie takes the phone back.  I watch as she rams cartoon birds into various objects to kill pigs.  It seems like a pretty stupid game to me.  “Now you try.”
 
   My first attempts go pretty bad.  My birds bypass everything to crash harmlessly into the ground.  “Start them off a little higher,” Jamie suggests. 
 
   I do that and have more success.  I even get through the first two levels.  As I play, Jamie asks, “Do you go to school around here?”
 
   “Um, no.  I just moved here.”
 
   “Me too.  Our dad got a new job.  He’s a lawyer.”
 
   “My dad was a soldier,” I say.  I have to make up more of my cover story on the fly.  “He died in Afghanistan.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “I know.  So I’m staying with my grandpa and grandma for a while.”
 
   We’re interrupted by the receptionist when she calls Maddy’s name.  Tess goes with her, which leaves me with Jamie.  As we continue to play, Jamie says, “You don’t talk a lot, do you?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “That’s OK.  I’m not all that chatty either.”
 
   She could have fooled me, but I say, “I guess we have a lot in common then.”
 
   “I guess so.”  We play for a while in silence.  When I get stuck on a level, Jamie takes the phone from me to show me how to beat it.  I look up at the clock; Maddy and Tess have been in there for a half-hour.  At least there haven’t been any screams from Dr. Macintosh’s office.
 
   “So what do you do when you aren’t hanging around a shrink’s office?” Jamie asks.
 
   “Watch TV and stuff.”
 
   “Me too.”  She lists a bunch of shows I’ve never heard of. 
 
   “Yeah, those are pretty good,” I say.
 
   Jamie starts to talk about some cute boy in some show.  I don’t pay much attention since I’m still trying to destroy things on the screen with my angry birds.  It makes me wonder how old Jamie is.  She must be older than me if she’s that interested in boys.
 
   After an hour, Tess emerges from the room; she holds Maddy’s hand.  Maddy looks down at the floor; I’m not sure if she’s crying or not.  Tess stops for a moment to whisper something to Jake and then hustles Maddy out of the office.  I hope Maddy just has to use the potty and nothing more serious.
 
   “Stacey?” the receptionist says.
 
   I hand the phone back to Jamie.  “Thanks for letting me play.”
 
   “I’ll call you later.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “We can talk about the new iCarly.”
 
   “OK,” I say again.  I wonder what the hell an iCarly is.
 
   Then I’m on my own.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Macintosh is already in one of the armchairs.  He probably didn’t get up from after Maddy and Tess left.  He motions to the seat across from him.  “Have a seat, Stacey,” he says.
 
   The office looks so much bigger now that I’m a foot-and-a-half shorter.  My steps are tentative as I approach Dr. Macintosh.  I want to turn and run away, back to Tess.  I want to jump into her lap and cry while she comforts me, tells me everything will be all right—
 
   No.  That’s what a scared ten-year-old girl would do.  Maybe not even a ten-year-old.  That’s more what a toddler like Maddy would do.  A big girl would sit down across from Dr. Macintosh.  So that’s what I force myself to do.
 
   I throw myself onto the seat.  My feet can’t touch the floor now.  I look down at them and study my shiny black shoes as if for the first time.  I’m sure Dr. Macintosh already has a lot of material to write down in his notebook.
 
   “Thank you, Stacey.  Is that what you still want to be called?  Would you prefer it if I called you Steve?”
 
   “No.  Jake is the only one who still calls me that.”
 
   “Jake is the man taking care of you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He and his wife have been taking care of you for the last year?”
 
   “Yes.  But only for a few days like this.”
 
   “How long ago did this change happen?”
 
   “A couple of months ago.  It’s hard to know exactly when.  We didn’t have a calendar in there.”
 
   “There being a converted school?”
 
   “Yes.  An elementary school.  I guess he was being ironic or something.”
 
   “How long did it take you to become this age?”
 
   “About five minutes.”  My eyes start to water as I remember the pain when I watched Maddy go through her change.  “Five very long minutes.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   I look up at him for the first time.  He’s so damnably calm as he scribbles notes in his notebook.  I want to punch him, not that it’d do anything but break my tiny fist.  “No you don’t!  You don’t have any idea what it was like!”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “You’ve seen a car crusher, right?”
 
   “On television.  Not in person.”
 
   “Imagine if you were the car, what that would feel like.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be very pleasant, I imagine.”
 
   “Damned right.”  I put a hand to my mouth.  “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  You can swear if you want.  I want you to feel comfortable.  Or as comfortable as you can under the circumstances.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I look back down at my feet.  “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “Do I seem mad at you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   I make myself look up again, to meet his eyes.  “You’re acting too calm.  Like you’re trying to show you aren’t mad at me.  Which means you are mad at me.”  That’s something I learned in my first career as a police officer.  You have to be able to read people to break someone in interrogation.
 
   “I’ll admit I am a little miffed at you.  I don’t like when my patients lie to me.  It’s hard for therapy to succeed when the patient isn’t being fully honest with her therapist.”  Dr. Macintosh smiles and then adds, “But I suppose it’s like Clarita said:  if you did tell me the truth I would have sent you to the psych ward for evaluation.”
 
   “You aren’t now, though?”
 
   “No.  I wouldn’t have believed something so crazy unless Clarita told me.  She would never lie to me.”
 
   “Are you and Dr. Palmer—?”  My voice trails off as I’m not sure how a ten-year-old would say fucking.
 
   “An item?  That’s a little personal, don’t you think?”
 
   “That must be yes then.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh smiles again.  “No.  We had a fling when we worked at the same hospital when I was an intern.  We decided to remain friends.”
 
   “Friends with benefits?”
 
   “I see this hasn’t changed your personality much.”
 
   “Meaning I’m still a pain?”
 
   “That’s one way to say it.  I might have said, ‘combative.’”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You don’t have to be sorry.  It’s who you are.  There’s nothing wrong with it.”
 
   “Some people would disagree.”
 
   The doctor nods.  Then he puts down his pen.  “Tell me Stacey, did you ever get to try the mirror exercise?”
 
   “Once or twice.”
 
   “What did you come up with?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   He produces the hand mirror from between his side and the inside of the chair.  He hands the mirror to me.  “Go ahead and try it now.  Describe what you see.”
 
   I hold the mirror up to my new face.  I stare at the pudgy cheeks, tiny nose, thick bangs, and of course the slanted eyes behind the bright red glasses.  My lower lip trembles a little.  “A scared little girl.”
 
   “Is that how you see yourself?  As a scared little girl?”
 
   “Right now I do.”
 
   “What are you scared of?”
 
   “That I’ll have to stay like this.  That I’ll have to grow up again.  That Maddy—” my voice chokes up.  I put down the mirror and then try again.  “That Maddy will forget about me.”
 
   “By ‘me’ you mean her father?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You still think you are her father?”
 
   “I’ll always be her father.  No matter what I look like.”
 
   “Why do you think she’ll forget about you?”
 
   “Because she’s regressing.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You’re the doctor.”
 
   “I suppose I am.  And I could give you some medical definitions and textbook cases and whatnot.  That’s not what you’re interested in, though.  To put it simply, you think her old life—as your daughter—is becoming like a dream to her.  When she finally wakes up, it’s all going to evaporate the way our dreams usually do.”
 
   “Yes.  That’s why Dr. Palmer wanted us to see you.”
 
   “That’s one of the reasons.”
 
   “What other reason is there?”
 
   Dr. Macintosh picks up his pen again.  He flips back a few pages.  “Your ‘grandmother’ Mrs. Madigan says Madison has been acting out.  She’s been throwing tantrums when she doesn’t get her way.  Clarita suggested the same thing.  Would you say that’s accurate?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So she’s acting like a normal five-year-old?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you think that’s a bad thing?”
 
   “It is when she’s really twenty-three.”
 
   “There we are.”  Dr. Macintosh smiles at me.  He leans forward in his chair; I lean back in mine as far as I can.  “The other thing I want to help Madison with is to make the adjustment to this new life.”
 
   “Adjustment?  But what if she doesn’t stay like this?”
 
   “Then we’ll help her grow up again.  In the meantime, for her sake and that of everyone else, she needs to learn how to be a little girl again.”
 
   “She does not!” I say and hate how childish I sound.  “She’s not a little girl.”
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion.  Right now Madison has the mind of an adult but the body of a little girl.  Therefore as far as everyone else is concerned, she is a little girl.”
 
   “Not to me.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh makes an interested grunt as he checks his notes.  “You did say you’re still her father, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “In my experience, most fathers always see their daughters as little girls, a child who needs protection.  Like you’re doing now.”
 
   My face turns warm.  Once more Dr. Macintosh has used my own words against me.  Jake and I could have used him in the interrogation room.  “So you’re saying I’m not objective?”
 
   “I think that’s a good description.  I’ll bet you remember when Maddy was born, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You remember holding her for the first time?”
 
   “Yes,” I say and start to tear up.  “What’s your point?”
 
   “I’m only saying there’s some part of you that will always see Madison as that newborn who needs your love and protection.  It’s that way for most parents I see in here.”
 
   “What about me?  Am I a little girl?”
 
   “You already said you were, didn’t you?”
 
   “In the mirror, yes.”
 
   “But that’s not who you think you are?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then who are you?”  He motions to the mirror still in my hand.  I hold it back up to my face.  “Are you little Stacey Chang?  Are you Stacey Chance, the girl who used to sit in that chair?  Or are you Detective Steve Fischer?”
 
   I stare into the mirror for a minute.  When I can’t stand to look at my adorable little face anymore, I put the mirror down.  “I don’t know!”
 
   The doctor takes the mirror from me.  Then he takes my hand and gives it a squeeze.  “Stacey, let me suggest that you’re all three.”
 
   “No.  I can’t be.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because—”  I need another minute to try to articulate what I’m feeling.  “I can’t be a girl.  I was born a boy.  I still remember everything.”  My face turns even warmer as I remember all the stuff I did that only boys can do, the kind of sex stuff a ten-year-old girl shouldn’t know about.
 
   “It’s not our memories who determine who we are.”
 
   “It’s not?”
 
   “Let’s try something else.  Dr. Palmer said Stacey Chance was bright and a little shy.  Is that how you would describe her?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “What else would you say about her?”
 
   I close my eyes and think back through my year as Stacey Chance.  “She was sweet.  People liked her.  She was nice and polite most of the time.  Sometimes she could be funny.  And tough if she needed to be.  She also had terrible taste in music.”
 
   “Those are all good things, aren’t they?”
 
   “Except for the music.”
 
   “OK, now tell me about Steve Fischer.  What was he like?”
 
   “He was tough.  Honorable.  Combative.”
 
   “Those are good things too, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Except combative.”
 
   “Even combative, in the right context.”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “Do you remember what Lincoln said about the house divided against itself?”
 
   “It couldn’t stand.”
 
   “Right.  I think you have a civil war going on inside you.  Not just for the last couple of months since Stacey Chang entered the picture.  I think it’s been going on since you first woke up as a woman.  Maybe even longer.”
 
   “What should I do?  Fight myself?”
 
   “I think you’ve been doing that already.  That night at the karaoke bar, why did you run off the stage?”
 
   “I got scared.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “I think you do.”
 
   “Well I don’t.”
 
   “It’s not nice for a little girl to lie.”
 
   “I don’t remember!”
 
   “It was those boys, wasn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
 
   “One of them yelled at you to take off your clothes.  How did that make you feel?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “The last time we talked, you said you’d only been with women, isn’t that right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you attracted to boys?”
 
   “Some,” I say.  I think of Seth and our disastrous date.
 
   “Did you find those boys at the karaoke bar attractive?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “How did it make you feel when they were ogling you?”
 
   “I said I don’t remember.”
 
   “Would you mind if I run a hypothesis by you?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.”
 
   “I think Stacey got a kick out of those boys ogling her.  She might have even found them attractive.  But I think Steve didn’t approve of that.  I think it was Steve who made you run off that stage.”
 
   I know better than to mention that it wasn’t until I thought of Dr. Macintosh coming backstage to kiss me that I ran away.  “You make it sound like I’m schizophrenic.”
 
   “I don’t think you are, yet.”
 
   “Yet?”
 
   “In time, if you don’t integrate your personalities, they could start manifesting themselves as separate entities.”
 
   “So that’s what you want me to do?  ‘Integrate my personalities?’”
 
   “Yes.  I think you need to take the best of all three and merge them into one person.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “You.  Whichever name you want to use for that.”  Dr. Macintosh gets up from his chair.  I brace myself for him to give me a hug or something, but he doesn’t.  Instead, he walks over to his desk.  I see him write something down.  When he returns, he holds out a prescription to me.
 
   His prescription is one word:  Play.
 
   “What does that mean?” I ask.
 
   “Stacey Chang isn’t as developed as your other personalities yet.  I want you to go out and interact with kids her age.  Then the next time I see you, we can talk a little more about who Stacey Chang is.  Deal?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “I’ll see you in a couple of days then.  Have fun.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   I’m halfway to the door before Dr. Macintosh says, “I never got the chance to tell you before:  I thought your singing was beautiful.”
 
   “Thanks, but my singing career is on hold for a while.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, there’s no bar that will let a ten-year-old sing in it, but there are other venues.  I’m sure Mrs. Madigan will take you to church.  You could join the choir.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You could even look into vocal lessons.  I’m sure there are plenty of great teachers around here who would be happy to train a girl with a voice like yours.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Great.  We can talk about it next time.”
 
   I nod and then walk out the door.  At least I’m not crying this time.
 
   Jamie and Caleb are still in the waiting room.  Jamie touches my arm before I can hurry past.  “How did it go?” she asks.
 
   “OK.”
 
   “It gets easier,” she says.  Then the receptionist calls for her and Caleb to finally go in.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   A few hours later I lie on the couch with a Nancy Drew book.  Maddy is upstairs to take a nap before dinner.  So far I’ve enjoyed Nancy Drew more than I thought I would.  To break it down like Dr. Macintosh would, Stacey Chang likes to see a girl solve mysteries the adults are too stupid to figure out.  Stacey Chance feels a little nostalgic for being a teenager again.  As for Steve Fischer, he’d just as soon throw the book into the fireplace.  It’s as bad as those shows on TV where they work out a crime from arriving at the scene to the trial in sixty minutes.  As if any real case is ever that simple.  Real cases take weeks or even months of work and the trial—if there is one—can take more than a year.  The Staceys tell Steve to pipe down so they can enjoy the book.
 
   As I start a new chapter, there’s a knock on the door.  I look up from the couch.  Tess is in the kitchen, to make dinner.  Jake is in his study to work on a case.  He didn’t want any help from me, the real-life Nancy Drew.  I could always go fetch one of them, but I decide the big girl thing to do would be to answer the door.  Besides, thanks to that old fart at Wal-Mart everyone knows about Maddy and I.
 
   I open the door and nearly faint to see Dr. Macintosh.  “Hello, Stacey.  Are your grandparents home?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ll go get them.  You can sit down on the couch if you want.”
 
   “Thank you.  I think I will.”
 
   I leave him to find the couch while I jog over to the door to Jake’s study.  I rap on the door.  “Grandpa Jake, Dr. Macintosh is here to see you.”
 
   Jake opens the door a moment later.  He looks over me, towards the couch.  “Stacey, go up to your room.”
 
   “But Maddy’s sleeping.”
 
   “So be quiet about it.”
 
   “What are you going to talk about?”
 
   “Nothing important.”
 
   “It’s about us, isn’t it?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Then I should be allowed to hear it too.”
 
   “Please, Steve.  Just go upstairs and look after Maddy.”
 
   I stamp my foot.  “No!  It’s not fair to talk about me behind my back.”
 
   “I’ll carry you up there if I have to.”
 
   I flinch when I feel a hand touch my shoulder.  I look up and see Dr. Macintosh behind me.  “I think Stacey has a point, Mr. Madigan.  She deserves to know what’s going on.  And I think she’s mature enough to handle it.”
 
   Now that it’s two against one—and one of the two is a doctor—Jake relents.  “Fine, she can stay.”  He waves a finger at me.  “But none of that whining or I’ll drag you upstairs.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Go and fetch Tess then.  If she’ll leave the kitchen.”
 
   “I’m sorry I got here so early,” Dr. Macintosh says.  I don’t hear the rest of the conversation as I run to the kitchen to get Tess.
 
   As Jake figured, she’s reluctant to leave her chicken untended, even for an important conversation with our shrink.  She opens the oven to study the pieces of chicken.  “I suppose they’ll keep for a bit if I turn down the temperature.”  As she adjusts the temperature, she shakes her head.  “I didn’t make enough for five.  I hope your doctor is a light eater.”
 
   “He probably is.”
 
   Tess takes my hand to follow me out to the living room.  Jake sits in his old recliner while Dr. Macintosh is on an armchair.  That leaves the couch for Tess and I.  I climb up and snuggle close to Tess for protection.
 
   “I’m glad you could see me on such short notice.  Just so you know, I don’t usually make house calls, but this is a special situation.”  Dr. Macintosh sets his briefcase on the coffee table.
 
   From the briefcase he takes out some colored pamphlets.  I peek around Tess’s chest to see a dark blue cover with a coat of arms, complete with a lion on one side and a griffin on the other.  ‘“St. Andrew’s Academy?’” I read off the cover.  “Is that some kind of special school for troubled girls?”
 
   “Not at all.  It is special, though,” Dr. Macintosh says.  “St. Andrew’s is the most exclusive private school in the city.” 
 
   “Oh dear,” Tess says as she opens the brochure.  There are pictures of tennis courts, swimming pools, and even a food court like the one in the mall.  “I don’t think we could afford anything like this.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that.  I’ve spoken with the headmaster and she’s willing to take Stacey and Madison as scholarship students.”
 
   “You mean charity cases,” I grumble.  “The poor Chinese orphan girls.  They’ll probably have us pose for pictures so they can say how diverse they are.”
 
   “Don’t look the gift horse in the mouth,” Jake says.
 
   Dr. Macintosh turns to me.  “Stacey, do you remember what we talked about before you left?”
 
   “My singing career?”
 
   “Yes.  St. Andrew’s has a first-rate music department.  My nephew’s piano teacher used to play in the London Philharmonic.  He’s one of the foremost teachers in the world.”
 
   “So?  I don’t play the piano.”
 
   “Their other teachers have credentials just as exemplary.  I’m sure they could help with your singing.  If you’d be interested.”
 
   “Why do I have to go to school?  I already graduated high school.  I’m in college.  So is Maddy.  You want me to go back to fifth grade?”
 
   “I was thinking fourth grade, but yes,” Dr. Macintosh says.
 
   Fourth grade, that’s even worse.  I shiver at the thought of sitting in a classroom with a bunch of spoiled rich kids as they talk about the ponies their parents bought them or whatever snobby kids yap about.  “I don’t think that’s for me.  Or Maddy.”
 
   “I think Madison especially would benefit from going to school.  She needs to retrain her brain to read and write at a more advanced level.”
 
   I can’t argue that point, not with the trouble Maddy has with words more than one syllable and how unsteady her handwriting is.  “We could do that here.  Tess could teach her and I could help.”
 
   “Do you think that’s fair to Tess?” Dr. Macintosh asks.  Before Tess can say anything, he adds, “I’m sure you wouldn’t mind, Mrs. Madigan.  I know how much you care for the girls.  The fact remains, it’s not fair to ask you to home school them along with everything else.”
 
   “I don’t need to go to school anywhere,” I say.  “I can already read and write just fine.”
 
   Jake snorts.  “I’ve seen your report cards.  You could probably use a refresher course.”
 
   “That’s not fair!” I say.  “My grades are fine.”
 
   “They’re average to below average,” Jake says.  “Not enough to get Harvard knocking on your door.”
 
   Tess puts an arm around me and glares at her husband.  “Stacey was doing just fine in school, all things considered.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” I ask.
 
   “The way you were brought up, I’m sure it was difficult for you to focus on your studies—”
 
   “I’m not dumb!” I shout.
 
   “That’s not what I mean, dear—”
 
   “I know what you mean!  You’re saying I’m ignorant.  Well I’m not.  Maybe I just don’t care about school as much as the rest of you do.”  I turn to give Dr. Macintosh a nasty look.  “You don’t need much education to be a singer anyway.”
 
   “That’s a good point,” Dr. Macintosh says and I hate him a little for being reasonable enough to agree with me.  “I think if Madison goes to school, it would be much easier for her to have her big sister there, don’t you think?”
 
   “Maddy won’t want to go to school either.  She’s happy here.  So am I.”
 
   The doctor nods.  “I think I see what’s going on here.  You’re worried about interacting with other children.  That’s perfectly normal.  Most of the patients I see have some anxiety about that, especially those who have been through traumatic situations.”
 
   “I’m not scared!”  I try to glare at the doctor, not that it seems to faze him.  “I know what you’re trying to do.  You’re trying to goad me into going to your school.  It won’t work.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Stacey.  I should have known you were too smart to fall for that.”
 
   “Don’t try buttering me up either.”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk to the doctor like that, dear,” Tess says.  “He’s trying to help you.”
 
   “I don’t want to go!”
 
   “Do you remember what else we talked about, Stacey?  I think going to school would help you with those issues we discussed.  It would allow you to interact with children your own age and in turn you might learn some things about yourself.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” I say again.  I embarrass myself further when I bury my face against Tess the way Maddy does when she gets upset.
 
   “I’ll just leave the materials and let you four talk it over.  My card is in there too if you need to get in touch with me,” Dr. Macintosh says.
 
   “I’ll see you out,” Jake says.
 
   A minute or so later, Tess pats my head and then eases me back.  She wipes the tears from my cheeks.  “It’s all right, dear.  No one is going to make you go to school if you don’t want to.”
 
   “But you want me to, don’t you?”
 
   “I think perhaps Dr. Macintosh is right.  You can’t sit here on the couch for the next eight years or however long it will take for Dr. Palmer to find a way to change you back.  You should go play with children your own age.”  
 
   I look down at the floor; my defenses weaken.  “If I don’t like it, can I stay with you again?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  And I’ll be happy to have you around.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandma Tess,” I say and then give her a hug.
 
   ***
 
   Jake and Tess talk to Maddy about the school idea over dinner.  As I expected, she’s not thrilled with the idea.  “I already went to school,” she says.  “I graduated high school.”
 
   “We know, sweetheart, but we think it’s a good idea.  You could learn how to read and write better, plus play with children your own age,” Tess says.
 
   “Can’t I stay here and play with Stacey?”
 
   “Stacey’s going to be at school too,” Jake says.
 
   “She is?”
 
   “Yes, dear.  She’ll be in the fourth grade.”
 
   “Where will I be?  Kindygarden?”
 
   “We were thinking first grade,” Jake says.
 
   Tess reaches over to take Maddy’s hand.  “Then you and Stacey can go to school and back together.”  The secondary benefit of this is Tess doesn’t have to make another trip into the city or entertain Maddy for a few hours until I get out of school.
 
   Maddy looks over at me and I force myself to smile.  “It’ll be fun,” I tell her.  “And since you’ve already been through it, you should be the smartest girl in class.”
 
   “You think so?”  Maddy’s always been an above-average student, but she isn’t a valedictorian.  Maybe this time she can be.
 
   As Maddy thinks this over, the phone rings in the kitchen.  Tess gets up to answer it.  I straighten in my seat as I hear Tess say, “Yes, she’s here.  Who is this?”  I know who it is before Tess says, “Stacey, there’s a girl named Jamie on the phone for you?”
 
   “Can I take it in your study, Grandpa?”
 
   “Go ahead.  Just don’t mess up any papers in there.”
 
   “Thanks.”  As I run back to the study, my stomach flutters.  I had hoped Jamie might not carry through on her promise to call me.  Maybe I should tell her I’m sick.  Or I could just tell her to mind her own damned business.  That’s what Steve Fischer would say, especially after a few whiskeys at Squiggy’s.
 
   I pick up the phone in Jake’s study.  I hear Jamie say, “We just moved here a couple months ago.  We used to live in Miami.”
 
   “That must be quite a change for you,” Tess says.
 
   “It will be, especially in winter.  I’m kind of looking forward to seeing snow.”
 
   “Yes, the snow is quite lovely just after it’s fallen.  It makes everything look so peaceful.”
 
   I jump in to say, “I’ve got it, Grandma.”
 
   “All right, dear.  It’s been nice talking with you, Jamie.  Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight Mrs. Madigan.”  After we hear the soft click of Tess hanging up, Jamie says, “Your grandma is really nice.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “Did you get a chance to watch iCarly tonight?”  Before I can answer, she starts to talk about the episode.  Since I haven’t watched the show before, I have no idea what she means.
 
   “It was really something,” I say.
 
   “You didn’t see it?”
 
   “Um, well, no.”
 
   “Oh, that’s OK.  They rerun these all the time.  It’ll probably be on tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Am I bugging you?  Maybe I shouldn’t have called.”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I’m just a little distracted.”
 
   “I get it now.  I’ll see you around Dr. Mac’s office.”
 
   This is what I wanted, but now that I’ve gotten my wish, I don’t want Jamie to go.  “Please don’t go!  It’s not you.  I swear.  It’s my grandparents.  We’ve kind of been fighting.”
 
   “Fighting?  About what?”
 
   “They want me to go to this fancy school.  My sister and I could get a scholarship and it’s supposed to be a really great school, but I don’t know.  I’m not really ready for school yet.”
 
   “Yeah, school sucks.  My dad sends Caleb and I to this snobby school.  Everyone there is like super rich.  I mean, if your parents don’t have a billion you’re totally worthless,” Jamie says and even over the phone I can hear her bitterness.  “So what school is it they’re trying to get you into?”
 
   “St. Andrew’s Academy.”
 
   There’s a gasp on the other end, followed by a scream that prompts me to hold the receiver out a few inches.  “O.  M.  G.  Stacey, that’s where I go to school!  You so have to tell your grandparents you’ll go.”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’re kinda poor—”
 
   “Don’t worry about that.  You’ll have me to protect you.  And Caleb, though he’s not of much use.  Maybe as bait or something.”
 
   Caleb must be nearby because I hear him shout, “Am not!  I’m going to tell Daddy.”
 
   “Yeah, you go tell Daddy.”  Jamie snorts into the receiver.  “What a little weasel.  How soon are you going to enroll?”
 
   “In a couple of days, I think.  I’m not really sure.”
 
   “Well as soon as you get there, I can show you around.  Just make sure you wear your uniform.  They’re kind of strict about that stuff.”
 
   “Oh, right.  I guess they would be being a religious school and all.”
 
   Jamie snorts again.  “Religious my ass.  The only thing they worship is money.  How do you think my dad got us in there?  We’re fucking Jewish.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Well I’m half-Jewish.  Dad is full Jew.  Mom wasn’t really anything.  What about you?”
 
   “My parents weren’t big into religion.  Grandma is going to start taking us to her church.  It’s Episcopalian.”
 
   “What’s Episcopalian?”
 
   “Some kind of Christian.  I’m not sure what the difference is.”  I was brought up as a Presbyterian by my parents.  There’s not a whole lot of difference, just some minor ones people like to make seem like a big deal.
 
   “Maybe I’ll have to switch.  After my bat mitzvah, though.  That way I can bleed all my relatives dry first.”
 
   I giggle at this.  To talk to Jamie makes me miss the time I spent with Maddy and Grace.  “Maybe I’ll convert so I can do that too,” I say.
 
   “Great idea.  We could have a joint party.”  Jamie sighs into the receiver.  “Daddy wants me to get off the phone.  In a minute, Daddy.  Let me say goodbye to Stacey first.”
 
   “Who’s Stacey?” I hear her dad ask.
 
   “My new friend.”  My cheeks turn warm at this.  “I’ve got to go.  Are you on Facebook?”
 
   “No.  My grandparents don’t even have a computer.”
 
   “That is so lame.  Guess I’ll have to call tomorrow.”
 
   “Talk to you tomorrow.  Bye.”
 
   “Bye.”  I hang up the phone and then sigh.  Stacey Chang has her first friend.  
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Chapter 24
 
   The next Monday, Tess pulls up to the gates of St. Andrew’s.  It is the kind of school that has gates to keep out the riffraff.  It’s also an elementary/middle school with a campus bigger than the community college I should still attend.
 
   I lean closer to the window so I can get a better look at the lush green lawn.  There’s even a marble fountain out front surrounded by a brick patio, on which is inlayed the school’s crest.  Jamie said students aren’t allowed out on the lawn or near the fountain; it’s just to impress visitors like us.  “Stacey, you’re in the way!” Maddy whines.  I slide back so she can see the school we’ll attend for the time being.
 
   I turn forward to look over Tess’s shoulder.  The administration building is up ahead.  It looks like an old colonial mansion made from red bricks.  Beyond the admin building I can see a couple of newer brick structures with ivy climbing up the walls.  
 
   Tess stops on the circular drive in front of the administration building.  My hopes that Jamie will be there are dashed when I see a blond boy next to a similarly blond middle-aged woman.  The woman I know from the brochures is the headmaster, Dr. Lynne Armey.  I don’t know who the boy is; probably some poor sap assigned to show Maddy and I around.
 
   “Here we are, girls,” Tess says.  While she tries to sound cheerful, there’s a quiver in her voice.  She’s just as nervous as we are.  She probably expects someone to run us out of here for not having enough net worth.
 
   I run my hands over my blue jacket emblazoned with the same crest as out front.  Then I try to arrange my plaid skirt so it doesn’t bunch up when I get out of the car.  The last thing I want is to look like some poor, ignorant country cousin in front of the headmaster.
 
   Tess opens the door and then offers a hand to help me out.  While Tess unbuckles Maddy, I toss my backpack over my shoulder.  Tess carries Maddy out of the car and sets her next to me.  Like me, Maddy takes a moment to smooth down the plaid jumper the younger girls wear.  Maddy still tries to work out a stubborn wrinkle as Tess takes us both by the shoulder to guide us over to the headmaster.
 
   Dr. Armey extends a hand for Tess to shake.  “Welcome to St. Andrew’s Academy, Mrs. Madigan.  It’s so good to meet you, Stacey, and Madison.”  
 
   “Thank you.  We’re very glad you were able to take us on such short notice.”
 
   “We don’t ordinarily take students after the semester has begun, but you come highly recommended from Dr. Macintosh.”  I’m sure there was a sizable donation involved as well, but I don’t say anything.
 
   “Now then, young ladies, I’ll be taking your grandmother away to finish some paperwork.  I’ll leave you in the capable hands of my son, Vincent.  He will show you around the campus and to your homerooms.”
 
   Before we’re separated, Tess bends down to kiss us both on the cheek.  “I’ll see you at three o’clock,” she says.  She leans closer to me and brushes hair from my ear so she can whisper, “Take good care of your sister.”
 
   I nod to her to silently promise to look after my little sister.  Then Tess follows Dr. Armey up the stairs, to leave us with her son.  Vincent Armey stares at us sullenly for a moment before he points to the steps.  “Come on, let’s go,” he says.
 
   I take Maddy’s hand and give it a squeeze as he ascends the stairs to begin our tour.
 
   ***
 
   Vincent isn’t much of a tour guide.  His idea of a tour is to plod along, shoulders slouched, and hands in pockets.  He occasionally takes one hand out of a pocket to point at something.  It’s a good thing most of the doors are labeled or I’d have no clue what he means.
 
   We leave the admin building after a tour of about two minutes and then trudge over to the library.  “This is the library,” Vincent mumbles.  At least I think he says that.  Even if he didn’t, it’s pretty obvious from all the books where we are.
 
   The third floor of the library is mostly reserved for study areas.  I see some of my fellow students in the cubicles.  Most of them are hunched forward as they play Angry Birds or Tweet or something like that on their phones instead of actually studying.  I hope to see Jamie there, but she’s not.
 
   To my surprise and relief, we find her outside the library.  She then falls into step with us.  Before I can say anything, Jamie taps Vincent on the shoulder.  “I’ll take over from here,” she says.
 
   “But if Mom finds out—”
 
   “She won’t find out.”  Jamie turns to us.  “You guys aren’t going to tell, are you?”
 
   “No,” I say and Maddy shakes her head in agreement.
 
   “See?”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather go smoke a cig in the bathroom than lead around two little kids?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Vincent says.  “You’d better not get me in trouble.”
 
   “If anyone asks, say you got sick and asked me to take over,” Jamie says.  Vincent considers this for a moment and then nods.  He plods away, presumably to go smoke in the bathroom as Jamie suggested.
 
   She claps her hands and then turns to us.  “Now that he’s gone I can give you a real tour of the place.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be in class?” I ask.
 
   “I told Mr. Dumbowski I needed to see the nurse.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to get in trouble?”
 
   “Nah.  He doesn’t care.”
 
   “Well, OK,” I say.
 
   “I already had to go through the craptacular Vincent Armey Tour.  You’re not going to be missing much.”  She gives me a friendly slap on the arm.  “We’ll start by dropping the kid off at kindergarten.”
 
   “I’m not in kindygarden!” Maddy shouts.  She stamps her foot and adds, “I’m in first grade!”
 
   “Sorry, kid,” Jamie says.  She pinches Maddy’s cheek, which only makes Maddy angrier.  “You’re a short little rugrat for first grade.”
 
   “I’m not short!”
 
   “You are a little short,” I say.  
 
   “Am not,” Maddy says.  “I’m big enough to see the school too.”
 
   “Fine,” Jamie says.  “I guess you guys already saw the library, right?  The third floor is great if you just want to hang out for a while.  Your grandma still hasn’t bought you a phone, has she?”
 
   “No,” I say.  “She doesn’t even have one.  My grandpa just uses his for work.”
 
   “Too bad.  Then we could text during class and stuff.”
 
   “Yeah, too bad.”  Probably just as well for me, the Luddite.
 
   Jamie motions for us to follow her down the sidewalk.  She points to the roughly rectangular courtyard between the buildings.  “That’s the quad, where you can go to hang out during lunch and recess and stuff.  Your sister should stay away from there.  It’s mostly for the older kids.”
 
   “I’m not a baby,” Maddy protests.
 
   Jamie stops and then turns to Maddy with an evil grin.  “What the older kids like to do with a firsty who shows up there is pull that cute little jumper right over your head backwards so your undies show.”
 
   “That’s mean.”
 
   “That’s getting off easy.”  Jamie turns to me.  “You should be careful there too.  They aren’t a lot nicer to fourthies.”
 
   “What about fifthies?”
 
   “Basically all the elementary kids stay away from there.”
 
   “Where do we go then?” Maddy asks.
 
   “The playground is over by the gym.  You got to give the gym a wide berth, though.  That’s where the jocks hang out.”
 
   “I thought this was a nice school,” Maddy says.
 
   “Hate to break it to you, kid, but most people here are jerks.  That’s how most rich kids are.  Except a few of us.”
 
   “We’re not rich,” Maddy says.
 
   “You’d better keep that to yourselves.  Though I’m pretty sure the word’s already out about a couple of scholarship kids.  Fresh meat.”
 
   “I don’t want to be fresh meat,” Maddy whines.
 
   Jamie tousles Maddy’s hair.  “Don’t worry, you just got to stick with me and your sister.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “You’re stuck with Mrs. Ellsbury,” Jamie tells Maddy.
 
   “Is she mean?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Only when she’s sober.  Lucky for you kids that’s not often.”
 
   I put a hand on Maddy’s shoulder as she whimpers.  “I’m sure it’s not that bad,” I say.  I glare at Jamie.  “Don’t scare her so much.”
 
   “It’s the truth.  I swear it on the Torah.”
 
   “Don’t listen to her,” I tell Maddy.  “It’ll be fine.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   I missed Maddy’s first day of school the first time around.  This time I get to watch as Jamie ushers her through the door.  I can tell right away Jamie hadn’t lied about Mrs. Ellsbury; the woman has the red nose and bleary eyes of a drinker.  I know because that was my face often enough when I was still Steve Fischer.
 
   The old woman reaches out with a wrinkled claw to take Maddy from Jamie.  “This must be Madison.”  Maddy looks back at me.  I smile and nod to her.  She turns to nod at her new teacher.  “You can have a seat right over there.”
 
   Maddy gives me a wave and then trudges over to her desk to sit down beside a girl with brown pigtails.  Jamie closes the door behind her on the way out.  I’d like to stay and watch Maddy for a while to make sure she’s all right, but I have to get to my own homeroom soon.
 
   ***
 
   We take a little detour so Jamie can show me the gym.  From the banners that hang from the ceiling, I learn the school colors are blue and gold and the mascot a bulldog.  “It used to be the Braves,” Jamie says.  “They had an Indian in war paint and all that shit.  Then there were all these protests and they changed it.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   We sit down on the top row of the bleachers to watch some older boys play dodgeball.  Jamie giggles and then says, “Too bad it’s not shirts against skins, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, too bad,” I say.  The sweaty boys in their T-shirts and shorts don’t do anything for me, but then I’m only ten years old on the outside and a lot different from that on the inside.
 
   Finally Jamie takes me to my homeroom.  “You’ve got Ms. Lowry.  She’s not too bad from what I hear.  I hear she’s been making friends with Mr. Delmore the gym teacher, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Gross,” I say with childish revulsion.
 
   In the hallway, Jamie stops me in front of the door to my homeroom.  “The important thing is not to let any of these jerks get under your skin.  You don’t have to take any shit from them just because their parents are loaded and yours weren’t.  Got it?”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   “You don’t seem like the fighting type to me, so just ignore them if they say something.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Jamie opens the door for me.  “Here you go, kid.  I’ll see you at lunch.”
 
   With that I’m on my own.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   When I step into the classroom, I shudder.  Not because of the teacher or the fifteen other kids in the room.  It’s the room itself.  It looks almost identical to the one Dr. Ling kept me in, except it’s cleaner and populated with desks.  There’s the chalkboard on one wall and the cursive letters posted up by the ceiling.  Even the windows are in the same locations, though not boarded up.  Before my eyes the desks, students, and teacher disappear and I’m back in that grimy room, where the only light comes from cracks between the boards over the window.
 
   “Are you all right?” a woman asks.  I think at first it’s Qiang.  Then I remember Qiang is dead.  She died to get Maddy and me out of that awful place. 
 
   I blink a couple of times and see a white woman with curly brown hair.  Her glasses are the same shape as mine, only a more fashionable black.  She wears a turtleneck sweater and a long skirt that seems old-fashioned, like something one of my teachers back in the ‘60s would wear.  This woman is definitely not Qiang.  “I’m fine,” I mumble.
 
   She takes me by the shoulders to steer me into the center of the room and then turns me so I can face my new classmates.  Most of them are white, with one black girl and two Middle Eastern boys.  With an Asian girl in me, my class has most of the diversity rainbow covered.
 
   My new teacher bends down to say in my ear, “I’ll bet you’re our new student, Stacey, aren’t you?”  The perky way she says this is with the same condescension as the saleswoman at the glasses store.  
 
   “Yes,” I say and look down at the floor.
 
   “OK, Stacey, why don’t you tell the class a little about yourself?”
 
   Much as I don’t want to, I’m sure I don’t have a choice in the matter.  “My name is Stacey Chang—” my voice falters as I hear a couple of girls giggle in the back of the room at this.  
 
   I’m pretty sure I hear one of them whisper, “Look at those glasses.”  That’s accompanied by another round of giggles.
 
   I force myself to go on.  “My sister and I just moved here a couple weeks ago to live with our grandparents.  We used to live in California with my parents, but they’re dead now.”
 
   That ought to shut up the gigglers in the back.  Ms. Lowry gives my shoulders a squeeze.  “That’s very sad, Stacey, but I think you’ll be very happy here and make lots of new friends.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I mumble.
 
   “Now, go take your seat.  You can have the open one next to Darren.”
 
   She points to a seat next to a dark-haired boy with glasses who doodles in a notebook.  I’ve seen his face before.  I’m not sure where, though.  There’s not any time to figure it out.  I open my backpack and get out my supplies.  It’s time to learn.
 
   ***
 
   As a white, middle-class boy who was big for his age, I never faced any discrimination in school.  I was usually the one to dish out the discrimination to my classmates.  In third grade I beat up a Puerto Rican boy who joined our class; I left him with a black eye and his lunch money in my pockets.  Now days I would have been prosecuted for a hate crime, but back then I just got suspended for a day and a stern lecture from my parents, not that it did any good.
 
   It’s not long before I get my first taste of discrimination as an orphaned little Chinese girl.  At first it might be unintentional.  Maybe Ms. Lowry even means to be helpful when she points to the math problems on the board.  “Stacey, why don’t you give it a try?”
 
   The nice explanation is that Ms. Lowry called on me to do math problems because I’m the new girl and she wants to see how much I’ve learned.  The other explanation is that she thinks because I’m Asian I’m great at math.  I try not to think about that too hard as I trudge up to the front of the room.
 
   The first couple of problems are easy.  I only have to multiply single numbers.  I don’t remember a lot from elementary school, but I do remember my multiplication table.  I breeze through the top row of five problems.
 
   It gets a lot harder on the second row when I get to double-digit numbers.  If I only had to multiply by ten that would be easy enough, but Ms. Lowry wants to know what 96 times 64 equals.  I stare at the numbers for a moment as I try to think about it.  Too bad I don’t have a calculator up here with me.
 
   “I can do it!” another girl calls out.  “Let me do it, Ms. Lowry.”
 
   “Not yet, Keshia.  Give Stacey a chance.”
 
   I try to remember what my first fourth grade teacher told us to do.  I remember something about writing the answer out in two rows.  So to start I multiply 96 by 4.  It starts to come back to me as I work on the answer.  I step back and turn to Ms. Lowry.
 
   “That’s a nice try, Stacey, but you forgot the zero in the second row,” she says.
 
   “I did?”  I turn back to the problem on the board.  Damn it, I did forget the zero in the second row.  I hear someone snicker behind me, probably that Keshia girl.
 
   “Keshia, why don’t you come up and help Stacey out?”
 
   It turns out Keshia is the lone black girl in class.  She’s taller than me by about a foot and from the way she brushes me away from the board, I know she’s a lot stronger too.  With a smug grin she erases my attempt from the board.  “This is how you do it,” she says, just as smug about it.
 
   I have no choice but to stand there and watch her work, though I’d like to slink back to my seat and slouch down the way I did in most of my college classes.  Instead I have to endure the humiliation as Keshia solves all five problems in the time it took me to get one wrong.
 
   “Very good, Keshia.  Take a seat.”  Ms. Lowry looks down at me and smiles.  Her voice is so obnoxiously saccharine as she says, “That was a very good first try, Stacey.  Go and take your seat.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I mumble.
 
   Once I’m back in my seat, Ms. Lowry says, “I haven’t got your books yet, Stacey, so you’ll have to share with Darren until after lunch.”
 
   Darren continues to doodle in his notebook.  He doesn’t look up until I bump his desk with mine.  Then he turns and stares at me for the first time.  When I get a close look at him, it finally clicks where I’ve seen him before:  the picture on Dr. Macintosh’s desk.  He’s my therapist’s nephew.  What a small world.  Or maybe not.  I remember how they insisted I go to the fourth grade; this must be why.
 
   Without a word, he shoves his book over so I can see it.  He doesn’t seem very interested in reading it.  He doesn’t seem interested in anything, except whatever is in that notebook.  
 
   We go through math problems for another forty-five minutes.  Keshia is the type of suck-up who raises her hand first to every question.  If Ms. Lowry doesn’t look her way, Keshia starts to wave frantically.  When she answers a question right—which is every question she gets to answer—she glances over at me with that smug grin.  Apparently there’s some kind of rivalry between us, despite that I’ve only been here for an hour.
 
   Halfway through math, Darren stops drawing.  He’s filled the page.  I sneak a glance at the page as he turns it over.  The lines of his college-ruled paper are riddled with music notes.  He must notice I’ve seen part of his opus as his cheeks redden.  He hides the notebook in his backpack so I can’t see any more of it.
 
   After math is English.  Keshia’s an expert on this subject too.  They’ve been reading Huckleberry Finn, which I read nearly forty years ago.  As the new girl I don’t get called on during this part of class.
 
   Then it’s time for spelling.  Though I’ve hunkered down, Ms. Lowry still sees me.  “Stacey, can you spell ‘Magnificent?’”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “She doesn’t know,” Keshia says.  “She probably doesn’t even know English.”
 
   “I do so,” I say.
 
   “That’s enough, girls,” Ms. Lowry says.  “Keshia, let Stacey try to answer the question.”
 
   My nemesis crosses her arms over her chest, but she’s still wearing that smug grin, secure in the knowledge I can’t spell the word.  I can’t wait to prove her wrong.  Then I can grin smugly at her for a change.
 
   “Magnificent:  M-A-G-N-I-F-I-C-A-N-T.”
 
   “That’s very close, Stacey, but incorrect.  Would anyone else like to try?”  Ms. Lowry looks around the room.  I can see her swallow a groan before she says, “Go ahead Keshia.”
 
   “Magnificent:  M-A-G-N-I-F-I-C-E-N-T.”  Keshia stops just short of sticking out her tongue at me as she finishes.
 
   “Very good, Keshia.”
 
   I slide down a little more in my seat and wish I could disappear through the floor.  I’m saved when Ms. Lowry says, “Time for lunch.  Darren, would you escort Stacey to the cafeteria?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he says.  He sounds as happy to be my tour guide as Vincent Armey.
 
   ***
 
   I try to strike up a conversation with Darren on our way to the cafeteria as much to keep Keshia away from me as to make a new friend.  “So you write music?” I ask.
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What kind of music?”  He shrugs.  Clearly he doesn’t want to talk about it.  “I know your uncle,” I finally say.
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “He says I have a great singing voice.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Maybe I could sing one of your songs?”
 
   “I don’t write songs,” he says.
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”
 
   As shown in the brochures, the cafeteria is more like a mall food court than a traditional school cafeteria.  Darren and I part company; he’s brought his own lunch.  Tess would have packed lunches for Maddy and me, but she thought it would be more of a treat for us to sample the school’s food.
 
   My stomach is too nervous for me to be all that hungry.  I especially don’t want any of the greasy pizza, burgers, or tacos in some of the food court shops.  There’s one that specializes in salads and sandwiches.  I get a garden salad with ranch dressing.  It costs four times what I’d pay for the same at a diner a mile or two off the grounds.
 
   Once I have my salad, I have to find somewhere to sit.  I remember from my last time at school how everything is subdivided based on social status.  There are the jocks and the nerds, each divided then by class.  
 
   I stop by the table of two blond girls from my class.  “Can I sit here?” I ask and motion to an empty seat.
 
   “No, we’re saving that,” one girl says. 
 
   They probably aren’t saving it; they just don’t want me around.  They’d be the uncoolest girls in school if they let me hang around with them.  “OK,” I mumble.
 
   I’m still in search of a seat when I hear Jamie call my name.  I turn and see her at a table in a corner, all by herself.  She waves about as frantically as Keshia to get my attention.  
 
   Intent on reaching Jamie, I don’t notice my enemy until it’s too late.  One moment I’m walking along and the next I trip forward; the salad tumbles from my hands.  I land face-first next to the overturned salad bowl.  When I lift my head, there’s a piece of lettuce stuck to my face.  The whole cafeteria explodes with laughter at that.  Some point their phones at me, probably so they can upload my picture onto the Internet.
 
   “Better watch where you’re going, Chopsticks,” Keshia growls and then saunters off; she hums a jaunty victory tune.  Chopsticks?  As far as mean nicknames go, it’s pretty weak.  She should at least make fun of my glasses or maybe my shortness.  Still, my eyes water at the hurtful remark, plus the humiliation of falling on my face in front of everyone.
 
   As I try to pick up my lunch, Jamie squats down beside me.  She helps me clean up the mess and then pats my shoulder.  “Don’t mind her.  She’s just worried she’ll stop being the princess around here.”
 
   “I don’t think she has much to worry about,” I say.
 
   I dispose of my salad.  I don’t have much money left from what Tess gave me.  Jamie offers to buy me a new salad.  “Thanks,” I say, “but are you sure you want to be seen with me?”
 
   “I’m not scared of her,” Jamie says.  
 
   With a new salad and Jamie to escort me, I make it to the back corner of the cafeteria.  No one sits within five rows of us.  I start to wonder if it’s me, but then I remember Jamie was already over here.  Maybe she’s an outcast in her own right.
 
   Someone else is also alone:  Darren.  He’s got his notebook out and while he eats his lunch, he continues to scribble in it.  “What’s the story with him?” I ask.
 
   “Him?  I don’t know.  He’s pretty weird.  At recess he hangs out under the slide with that notebook.  It’s like his best friend.  I don’t know what the hell is in it.  He won’t show anyone.”
 
   “He’s writing music,” I say.  “I saw some of it.”
 
   “Music?  He trying to be Justin Bieber or something?”
 
   “More like Mozart I think,” I say.
 
   “Gross,” Jamie says.  She wrinkles her nose.  “Is that what you listen to?”
 
   “No!  Of course not,” I say.  I know better than to mention my fondness for Creedence Clearwater Revival, who topped the charts when Jamie’s dad was probably still in diapers.  I try to think of the music Maddy listened to.  “I really like Lady Gaga.”
 
   “Me too!  She’s so ultra-cool.”  Jamie starts to talk about her songs and I pretend I know what she means, just like when I used to talk to Maddy at the Kozee Koffee.  Eventually the subject turns back to school.  “How’s it going?  Other than Little Miss Perfect hassling you.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Ms. Lowry is nice.”
 
   “Just wait until Mr. Delmore dumps her.”
 
   “Maybe he won’t,” I say.  I hope that doesn’t happen at least until I’m out of fourth grade.
 
   “You better hope so.”
 
   Lunch is over far too soon.  When I get back to class, I find Ms. Lowry with a stack of textbooks.  “Here you go,” she says.  With the books are a stack of forms I have to fill out to take possession of them and to promise I’ll return them in good condition.  My hand gets sore by the time I’m done; I didn’t have to do this much paperwork to book a murderer when I was still a police detective.
 
   After I finish, I take my books back to my desk; my arms wobble from the weight.  I find a note on my desk.  When I open it, I see it’s a love note from Keshia.  She’s drawn a girl with enormous glasses and slanted eyes.  Her tongue sticks out to give her a dumb look.  The caricature holds a bowl I assume is supposed to be full of rice.  She has a set of chopsticks in her other hand.  At the bottom are the words, “Stacey Chopsticks.”
 
   I don’t give Keshia the satisfaction of getting angry about this.  Instead I tuck it into my math textbook.  Then I slouch down in my seat and wish again I could disappear.
 
   ***
 
   Recess is an uneventful hour later.  I follow the other kids out to the playground.  I look around for Jamie, but she’s not around, at least not yet.  There is a familiar face, though:  Maddy sits on the sidewalk and stares at the other kids.
 
   I sit down next to her.  “How’s it going?” I ask.
 
   “I wanna go home,” she whimpers.
 
   “So do I, but we got to stick it out.”
 
   “These girls are mean,” Maddy says.  From the redness of her cheeks, I’m sure she’s barely holding back tears; she doesn’t want to cry in front of the other kids.  “One of them called me ‘Fatty Maddy.’”
 
   “You’re not fat,” I lie.
 
   “Am too,” she says.  She grabs a roll of fat with one hand and tries to yank it off.  “I’m a fat baby.  That’s what they said.”
 
   “Who?” I ask.  I look around the playground, to search for the girls who said that to my daughter.
 
   “Some kids.”
 
   “Did you tell the teacher?”
 
   “No.  Then they’d really hate me.”
 
   Maddy isn’t so old as to have forgotten the code of the playground.  If there’s someone kids hate more than a bully it’s a tattler.  For most people that doesn’t change much as they get older.  In some neighborhoods you’d as soon find Bigfoot as someone who will snitch on the gangs or dope peddlers. 
 
   “That’s a good point,” I say.  “You want to swing or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on, Maddy, try to have some fun.”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”
 
   Come to think of it, I don’t want to swing either.  I wish I could call Tess and ask her to pick us up.  She would do it, but then we’d have to answer a bunch of questions about why we want to leave.  After all the effort to get us in here, we can’t leave so soon.
 
   “Just give them a few days to warm to you,” I tell Maddy.
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Then they’ll see how smart you are and they’ll all want to be your friend.”
 
   “I’m not that smart,” she says.  “Not as smart as some of the kids.”
 
   “Give it time,” I say.  “It’s been a while since you were in the first grade.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   We sit there through the rest of recess, until Mrs. Ellsbury calls for the first graders to get back to class.  I help Maddy up and then, unconcerned if anyone sees, I give her a hug.  “It’ll be all right,” I tell her, as much for myself as her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Two days later, Maddy and I don’t go to school.  At least we won’t until the afternoon.  We sit in the waiting room of Dr. Macintosh’s office instead.  Jamie’s appointment isn’t until later, so she and Caleb aren’t around.  That leaves me alone with Tess while Maddy goes inside to talk with the doctor.
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be all right by herself,” Tess says.
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Does she like school so far?”
 
   “It’s a little hard fitting in.”
 
   “I suppose it would be,” Tess says.  “Have the kids been giving her a hard time?”
 
   “Not too much,” I say.  I don’t want to worry Tess more than I have to.  
 
   “How about you, dear?  Any kids giving you a hard time?”
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   “That’s good.  Just remember it’s all right to be different.  God makes us in all shapes, sizes, and colors so we can appreciate our differences and our similarities.”
 
   “Right,” I say, though God had nothing to do with my differences; that would be first Artie Luther and then Dr. Ling.
 
   We don’t say much for the rest of the hour, until Maddy emerges from the office.  “Bye-bye, Dr. Mac!”  
 
   The doctor calls me in for my session.  “Have a seat,” he says.  He motions to one of the armchairs.  He doesn’t sit down right away, though.  Instead he goes to his desk to fetch something.
 
   When he turns to face me, he wears a plastic silver tiara and a pink boa.  I put both hands over my mouth so I won’t laugh.  He walks nonchalantly over to the desk, seemingly oblivious to the tiara and boa.  He takes out his notebook and pen and then stares at me.  “You find something funny?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This old thing?” he asks.  He flourishes the boa.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What’s so funny about it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Because it’s for girls, right?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “And you’d say the tiara is for girls too, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He nods and then takes both off.  He holds them out to me.  “Don’t you want these?”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Why not?” he asks.  
 
   “I’d look silly,” I say.
 
   “Really?  Why would that be?  After all, you’re a girl.  It’s perfectly natural for girls your age to wear these.”
 
   “Maybe, but I don’t want to.”
 
   “Because you still don’t see yourself as a girl?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.”
 
   “Stacey, I want you to go ahead and put these on, just for this session.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To help you feel more comfortable in your own skin.”
 
   “Fine,” I say.  I snatch the tiara and set it atop my head.  Then I wrap the pink boa around my neck.  Dr. Macintosh produces the mirror so I can see myself.  The tiara is crooked; I adjust it to sit level on my head.  In the mirror my cheeks redden.  I look ridiculous, like a little girl playing dress-up.  I suppose that’s the point.  “Happy now?”
 
   “The real question is:  are you happy now?”
 
   “No.  I feel stupid.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I look like a little kid.”
 
   “Isn’t Stacey Chang a little kid?”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “How have things been going for Stacey Chang at school?”
 
   “Maybe you should ask your nephew.  He sits next to me.  Is that on purpose?”
 
   “I don’t control Ms. Lowry’s seating chart.”
 
   “Seems a little convenient, though, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Perhaps it’s just fate.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Have you and Darren been getting along?”
 
   “He doesn’t say much.  Jamie says he’s weird.”
 
   “Who’s Jamie?”
 
   “My friend.  She’s a patient here too.”
 
   “You must mean Jamie Borstein.  I suppose it’s not a surprise you two would hit it off.”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “You’re close together in age, you have similar backgrounds, and you’re both terribly lonely.”
 
   “I’m not lonely.”
 
   “You’re not?”
 
   “No.  I have my sister, remember?”
 
   “But that’s not the same, is it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “So what do you and Jamie talk about?”
 
   “TV, music, boys.”
 
   “I see.  Do you like talking about boys?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’m only ten.  I’m too little for boys.”
 
   “That’s debatable.”
 
   “Everything’s debatable with you.”
 
   “I only want to try to help you see the truth.”
 
   “That I still think I’m a boy?”
 
   “That’s part of the truth.  Do you still think you’re a boy?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What about right now?”
 
   I wave the boa at him.  “Not so much.”
 
   “That’s good.  We’re making progress.”
 
   “I can’t forget about being a boy,” I say.  “I was a boy for fifty years.”
 
   “You don’t have to forget that time of your life.  You just need to feel comfortable within your body—as Stacey.  That’s a lot harder to do if you still see yourself as Steve.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to see myself as Stacey Chang.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because she’s little.  She’s weak.”
 
   “In what sense?”
 
   “Every sense.”  I take a deep breath and then tell Dr. Macintosh about Keshia.  She kept it up my second day, though I was smart enough not to let her trip me.  Still, every time she answered a question she would look at me, as if to shove her knowledge in my face.
 
   When I finish, the doctor nods.  “Sounds like this Keshia has problems of her own.”
 
   “She’s a bitch,” I say.  “That’s her problem.”
 
   “I suspect it’s deeper than that.”
 
   “You would.”
 
   “I suspect Keshia is focusing on you because you threaten her role.”
 
   “What role?”
 
   “The successful minority student.  I suspect her parents have been pushing her all her life to prove herself to be equal to her white peers.  That’s driven her to be the best in her class.  The last thing she wants is for someone to usurp that.”
 
   “She doesn’t have anything to worry about.  I’m still not very bright.”
 
   “Maybe you’re not trying hard enough.  Do you want to succeed at school?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If you have to remain Stacey Chang indefinitely, then I think it would behoove you to do well in your studies.”
 
   “Behoove me?”
 
   “It would benefit you.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.  “See, I’m not smart.  I can’t even spell ‘Magnificent.’”
 
   “How old is Stacey Chang?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “Then you have plenty of time to learn.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just not that smart.  Maybe I’ll always be dumb.”
 
   “Do you think Steve Fischer was dumb?”
 
   “Ask his coworkers.”
 
   “I’m more interested in what you think.”
 
   “I wound up here, didn’t I?  That wasn’t very smart.”
 
   “So you blame yourself for what happened?”
 
   “I went into that lab without any backup.  Wouldn’t you say that’s pretty stupid?”
 
   “Maybe, but you could also say it was pretty brave.”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe I was brave because I was dumb.”
 
   “True courage is being smart enough to see the danger and throwing yourself into the fray anyway,” Dr. Macintosh says.
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Don’t shut down on me, Stacey,” he says.  He waits a moment, but I don’t say anything.  “Even if Steve wasn’t a straight-A student, that doesn’t mean Stacey couldn’t be, if she works hard at it.”
 
   “Why?  I never needed to be smart before.”
 
   “You liked being a police officer?”
 
   “Yes.  It was all I ever wanted to be.”
 
   “What about working as a salesgirl at your friend’s clothes shop?”
 
   “It was all right.”
 
   “But not really a career, was it?”  Dr. Macintosh smirks at me.  “Did you get much satisfaction out of working there?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “Not the same as being a police officer?”
 
   “I don’t know.  They’re totally different things.”
 
   “Are they?”
 
   “Yes.”  The way he stares at me, he expects me to say more.  “One is putting dangerous criminals in jail.  The other is selling old clothes to hipsters.”
 
   “I see.  Then why did you keep working for Grace?”
 
   “She’s my friend.  And it let me see Maddy.”
 
   “Are those the only reasons?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “You guess or you’re sure?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It was kind of nice not being in life-or-death situations all the time.  You know, if someone buys an ugly T-shirt you aren’t going to get a bullet in the head.”
 
   “I see.  So you enjoyed the ease of the job?”
 
   “A little.  Does that make me a slacker?”
 
   Dr. Macintosh smiles and shakes his head.  “Not at all.  I read Steve Fischer’s obituary.  He sounded like quite a good cop.  All those commendations and medals.”
 
   “Yeah, he was a real hero.”
 
   “After all that, maybe he needed a break.”
 
   “I’m real lucky Artie Luther helped me out with that then.”
 
   “Don’t hide behind sarcasm,” Dr. Macintosh chides me.  “Had you given any thought to your retirement?”
 
   “Not really.  I always assumed I wouldn’t make it.  Or else my liver would give out.”
 
   “I see.  Do you think Steve had a death wish?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you think he worked those long hours, drove himself so hard, because he wanted to die?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you assumed you would die in the line of duty, right?”
 
   “In this city the odds are pretty good.”
 
   “What about your partner, Jake?  Do you think he plans to die in the line of duty?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I hope not for Tess’s sake.”
 
   “I see.  Your friend has something to live for.  And you didn’t.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I’ve seen cases like that before:  a man takes a lot of stupid risks because he wants to die but can’t bring himself to commit suicide because that would be cowardly.  Do you think that would describe Steve Fischer?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I didn’t want to die!” I snap.
 
   “You said you spent a lot of time drinking and clearly you took a lot of stupid risks.  How would you describe that behavior?”
 
   “Stupid.”
 
   “That’s a good ten-year-old way to put it.  But when you became Stacey you didn’t do that anymore, did you?”
 
   “No,” I say.  In truth I did engage in some risky behavior as Stacey Chance, behavior that got me shot twice, once by Artie Luther’s favorite assassin the Tall Man and the second time by Jake when he betrayed me to Luther, but that was so I could become Steve again.
 
   “As Stacey, would you say you’re more passive than you were as Steve?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Stacey is smaller.  And weaker.  She can’t brawl like Steve could.”
 
   “That’s a pretty good explanation, though I don’t think size is that important.  Plenty of short people have been good at fighting.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “If you felt weak, you could always go to the gym.  You could learn karate or some other martial art.”
 
   “That takes a lot of time and money.”
 
   “I suppose it does.  Did you ever think about buying some weights?  Maybe go jogging?”
 
   “Are you saying I’m fat?”
 
   “You are a little pear-shaped.”
 
   “Pear-shaped?  I’m only ten.”
 
   “Childhood obesity is a serious problem.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “But I think we’ve gotten off the issue here.  Do you think it might be accurate to say Stacey didn’t engage in risky behavior because she had more to lose?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Stacey had her guardians, the Madigans.  Then of course she had her friends, Grace and Madison.  Who did Steve Fischer have to lose?”
 
    “Stop it!” I shout.  I curl up in the chair and bury my face in one arm of it while I sob.
 
   I feel Dr. Macintosh pat my back.  “It’s all right.  You should focus on the positive.  You were given a magnificent gift:  a second chance.  It’s important to make the most of it.  Apply yourself to your studies.  Stacey Chang can be whatever she wants to be.”
 
   “All right.”  With another sniffle I uncurl myself.  I wipe at my eyes with the pink boa.
 
   As I start to take the boa off, Dr. Macintosh says, “You can keep that.  You earned it.”
 
   “Gee, thanks,” I grumble.
 
   I still have the stupid boa and tiara on when I go out into the waiting room.  Maddy runs over to me and almost bowls me over.  “You look pretty,” she says.
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I look back at Dr. Macintosh, who nods to me.  Then I put the tiara on Maddy’s head and the boa around her neck.  “Now you look pretty.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   When I get to class it’s after lunch.  Tess took us to McDonald’s on the way to school.  I remembered how Dr. Macintosh described me as “pear-shaped” and ordered a salad.  Tess gave me a concerned look, but didn’t say anything.
 
   Keshia gives me a look too, an angry look that suggests I should have stayed away.  I take my seat and make sure not to look at her.  When I open my history textbook, I study the words intently to try to absorb the knowledge.  I stare at it so hard, I don’t hear Ms. Lowry when she says, “Stacey?”
 
   “Huh?”  Keshia leads some of the other girls in snickering.
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   “What question?”
 
   “I know!” Keshia says.
 
   Ms. Lowry ignores her to glare at me.  Maybe she and Mr. Delmore had a rough night.  “Young lady, you need to pay attention.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Now, as I was saying, this year is St. Andrew’s sesquicentennial.  Do you know what that means, Stacey?”
 
   I think about it for a few moments.  I’m old enough to remember the bicentennial in 1976.  That meant two hundred years.  A centennial is one hundred years.  Since I doubt the school is older than two hundred years, I guess, “A hundred fifty years?”
 
   “Very good, Stacey.  St. Andrews is turning one hundred fifty years old.  To celebrate, Headmaster Armey has decided all grades from kindergarten to sixth grade will put on a presentation for the parents and alumni.”
 
   Everyone but Keshia groans at this.  “Our grade has been assigned to do a presentation on the arts in the last one hundred fifty years.”  There’s another groan at this.  “Since there are sixteen of you, I want everyone to pair up.  Each pair will be assigned two decades to present for the parents and alumni.”
 
   “Do you mean like an essay?” Keshia asks.
 
   “It can be an essay.  You could also do a skit or a slideshow or something similar.  Dr. Armey is encouraging us to be creative.”
 
   I glance over at Keshia and can see the wheels in her mind start to turn.  The good thing about being her partner is you wouldn’t have to do any work; she’s the type who would do everything herself.  At most you might have to do some manual labor for whatever she comes up with.
 
   But of course she doesn’t want to be partners with me.  No one does.  I watch helplessly as the other kids push their desks together; no one so much as looks at me.  It’s like a game of musical chairs and I’m the one left standing.
 
   Except thanks to our even numbers, I’m not the only one left.  Darren mumbles, “You want to be my partner?”
 
   “I guess so,” I say.  I force myself to smile.  “It’s not like I have a choice.”
 
   “Yeah,” he says to indicate I’m not his ideal partner either.  He’d probably rather not have any partner.
 
   After we’ve partnered up, Ms. Lowry walks around the room and hands out slips of paper.  I cross my fingers and hope she’ll give Darren and I something contemporary; the 60s and 70s would be right up my alley.  I wouldn’t even have to do any research; I could just go from personal experience.
 
   I’m not that lucky.  Instead of my era, I get my grandpa’s era:  1930-1950.  I suppose it’s better than the 1890s.  At least I have a vague idea of the arts during the Depression and World War II era.  I turn to Darren.  “So what should we do?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “That’s not very helpful.”  I see his notebook on his desk.  “You like music.  Maybe we could do something with that.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Come on, you must know something about music from back then.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “My grandpa has some jazz records and stuff.  That might help.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What about your uncle?  What kind of music does he listen to?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   I shake my head.  I can see I’ll have to do the lion’s share of the work on this project.  I guess it’ll let me show Darren’s uncle how smart I really am.  “Well, it shouldn’t be too hard to find out.  We could go look for some books in the library and stuff.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Do you have a computer?  Or one of those phones?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “With you?”
 
   “Yeah.”  He reluctantly takes out a phone like Jamie’s.  I wonder if he has Angry Birds on it?  Darren doesn’t seem the type for that.  He pushes a few buttons to bring up Google and then Wikipedia.  
 
   “Let’s start with jazz,” I say.  Darren punches that in.  From what the article says, jazz is more associated with the Roaring Twenties than the 30s.  “What was that other stuff?  Like Glen Miller or whoever.”
 
   Darren types in Glen Miller and brings up the article on him.  Big band music, that was the stuff my grandparents listened to.  I remember when I sat in the back of their station wagon and whined like Maddy about my Creedence.  
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere,” I say.  I hope to engage Darren.  He doesn’t take the bait.  It wasn’t this bad for Grace and Maddy to deal with me as Stacey Chance, was it?  Did they have to pry words out of me with a pair of pliers?
 
   “What about Frank Sinatra?” I ask.  “I think he was from around that time.”  Darren looks up Old Blue Eyes, who was a favorite of my dad.  I had my dad’s record collection, but it got burned up with the rest of Steve Fischer’s stuff thanks to one of Artie Luther’s goons.  “There we go, a couple of leads.  You can research one and I’ll look up the other, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Which one do you want?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Come on, Darren.  Work with me here.”
 
   He thinks about it for a long time, as if it’s a life-or-death choice.  Then he says, “I’ll take Miller.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll take Sinatra.  We can read about them, listen to a few songs, and then tomorrow come up with some ideas about what to do.  Right?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I raise my hand to bring Ms. Lowry over.  “Can we go to the library, Ms. Lowry?  We have a couple of ideas to research.”
 
   “She doesn’t even have a phone,” Keshia stage whispers to a couple other girls.  They laugh along with her.  Now that I look around, I see everyone else does have a smartphone of some sort.  Most of them the latest iPhones.  A few of the less wealthy have other brands.  In my day the closest we had to a portable phone was two paper cups tied together with string.
 
   “Very well,” Ms. Lowry says.  “I’ll write you a pass.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I take the note and then turn to Darren.  “Are you coming?”
 
   “No.  I’ll use my phone.”
 
   “Fine.  See you later.”
 
   ***
 
   I look around the library for Jamie, but she’s not there.  I go up to the biographies to find one on Sinatra.  I also get a couple on the Rat Pack.  Then I sit in a cubicle to read, though mostly I look at the pictures.  I remember some of those old movies with Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr.  We didn’t have VCRs back then, but they showed those on TV sometimes.  Dad could do a pretty decent impression of Sammy.  That was about the only time when he kidded around with me.  Back then dads were supposed to be the pillars of strength and virtue to their kids.
 
   I sigh at this thought.  I tried to be that for Maddy, but times had changed.  Other fathers were more touchy-feely, into all that sensitivity bullshit.  They’d want to talk about their feelings, like women.  I sigh again and know what Dr. Macintosh would say about this line of thought, that I shouldn’t be so gender-biased.  Then again he is one of those touchy-feely types too.
 
   I force myself to study.  I jot down a few notes on songs I can look up later.  Maybe Tess can take me to the library to get some CDs.  This would be so much easier if I had a computer or one of those fancy phones.  I ought to ask Jake about one of those, but I know Jake and Tess are close to the edge as it is now that they have two extra mouths to feed.
 
   I’m still in the cubicle an hour later when someone taps me on the shoulder.  I expect the librarian or Ms. Lowry, but it’s Jamie.  “Hi,” she says.  “You weren’t at recess.  I asked your sister if you were here and she said you were.  Then I asked that weird kid Darren and he said you went to the library.  What gives?”
 
   “I was just studying,” I say.  “For our presentation.”
 
   “Oh yeah, that thing.  What did you guys get?”
 
   “Art.”
 
   “We got ‘Significant Events.’  Whatever that means.  The thirdies lucked out; they got Sports.  I hear the sixthies got Fashion.”
 
   “What about the firsties?”
 
   “Presidents.”
 
   “That’s not so bad,” I say.  I think of Madison, whose first name is the last name of a president, not that Debbie and I considered that when she was born.
 
   “So what are you doing?”  Before I can say anything, Jamie snatches my biography of Sinatra away.  She sticks a finger down her throat.  “Yuck.  That’s like the shit my grandpa plays in the car.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.  Gag.”
 
   “Where’s the rest of your group?”
 
   “You already talked to him.”
 
   “That kid?”  She pats my arm.  “No wonder you came up here.”
 
   “Actually it’s because I don’t have a phone like everyone else to look stuff up.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Jamie smiles.  “How about you come over to my place after school?  You can use my computer.”
 
   “I don’t think my grandma would go for that.  She wouldn’t want to wait around—”
 
   “Daddy can take you home after we’re done.  Or we can call a cab.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   Jamie presses a few buttons.  A couple moments later she’s on the phone with Tess.  “Hi, Mrs. Madigan.  It’s Jamie, Stacey’s friend.  Yeah.  No, nothing’s happened.  She’s fine.  She was just wondering if she could come over to my house to do a little homework.  What?  Oh, that’s what she said.  My father would be happy to drive her home when we’re done.  We should be done by seven.  What?  She’s right here.”
 
   Jamie stops and then holds out the phone to me.  “Hi, Grandma.”
 
   “Hello, dear.  Are you sure you want to go with your friend after school?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Tess sighs into the phone.  “I suppose it will be fine.  I’ll keep some dinner warm for you when you get back.  Just don’t be out too late, understand?  I still want you in bed by eight-thirty.”
 
   “Yes, Grandma Tess.”
 
   “Good.  Tell your friend goodbye for me, dear.”  
 
   I hand the phone back to Jamie.  “She said it was OK.”
 
   “Great.  We can meet out front after school.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Jamie pats me on the shoulder.  “I’ll let you get back to work.”
 
   I wait until I see her go down the stairs before I turn back to my stack of old books.  If nothing else, I’d really like to do well on this to prove to that little snot Keshia I’m not an idiot.  That would serve her right.  With that in mind I get back to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   From TV and movies I expect a stretch limo to show up for Jamie and Caleb with a driver in a black suit with a little hat.  Instead it’s an ordinary silver Mercedes.  The driver wears a dark suit, but no hat.  He does open the back door so we can climb inside. 
 
   I sit in the middle, so that I’m between Jamie and her little brother.  Caleb hasn’t said anything since he joined us on the front steps of the admin building.
 
   “It’s great your grandma finally let you come over,” Jamie says.  “We haven’t had anyone over since we moved here.”
 
   “It’s hard making friends,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, especially at a place like that.”  Jamie’s phone beeps.  She checks the screen.  “I’m getting an update from one of my friends back in Miami,” she says.  She lets me see the screen.  It’s her Facebook account.  Jamie has over five hundred friends on Facebook, but apparently none in the city who can hang out with her.
 
   With the afternoon traffic it takes about forty-five minutes to reach the glass tower Jamie and Caleb call home.  From the look of it, it’s about as tall as the headquarters for Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  There’s a lobby that’s just as opulent, complete with its own fountain that puts the one at St. Andrew’s to shame.
 
   “Some night I’d really like to go swimming in there,” Jamie says.
 
   “That sounds like fun,” I lie.
 
   Caleb has already trotted over to the elevators and pushed the button.  When one of the elevators shows up, Jamie and I have to hurry in order to make it before the doors close.  On the way up to the sixteenth floor, Jamie swats Caleb on the back of the head.  “The little weasel is always doing that,” she says.
 
   “Do not,” he says.
 
   “You do so.”  She sighs.  “Is your little sister this annoying?”
 
   “No.  Maddy is nice.”
 
   “Lucky you.”
 
   There’s a corridor inlaid with brown marble and gold.  There are only three doors; Caleb races Jamie to the one at the far end of the hallway.  “I win!” he shouts.
 
   “Only because you cheat,” she says.
 
   The door opens on its own.  I recognize the young man from Dr. Macintosh’s office.  “This is my friend Stacey,” Jamie says.  “We’re going to do homework.”
 
   “Whatever,” he says.
 
   The condo is easily bigger than Jake’s entire house.  Caleb runs over to the leather couch in the living room and turns the sixty-inch plasma TV to cartoons.  Jamie takes my hand and leads me into the kitchen.  There’s an old Hispanic woman in there to cook dinner.  Jamie ignores her and opens the fridge.  She takes out two bottles of Coke, one for each of us.
 
   “Come on, you got to see my room.”
 
   Her room is somewhat of a disappointment.  It’s bigger than the one I share with Maddy, but it’s not that different from any little girl’s bedroom.  The walls are pink and covered with posters for her favorite singers and bands.  There are also posters of older boys, probably from the shows she tells me about.  “You can leave your bag on the bed.” 
 
   It’s a canopy bed with a pink comforter.  It’s made up neatly, no doubt thanks to a servant.  Though Jamie says her father isn’t that rich, he must do well to afford this spread.  It’s a lot better than I could ever hope to do, no matter how smart I am.
 
   Jamie drops her bag on the floor and then flops into an office chair.  She opens a pink laptop.  While it boots up, she takes off her uniform jacket and shakes out her ponytail.  I decide to take my coat off too.
 
   I hope to get to work, but Jamie has other things in mind.  She logs on to Facebook, and browses through the messages her digital friends have posted on her wall.  Some of these messages include links to videos.  It seems every video is either about a hot boy or a cute cat.
 
   The former seem to interest her a lot more.  “I can’t wait until that comes out,” she says after she watches a movie trailer someone linked to her wall.  “I hope he takes his shirt off.”
 
   “Yeah, that’d be great,” I say.
 
   I sit next to Jamie and fidget in my seat.  I didn’t come here to watch her answer her messages.  An hour goes by before she says, “OK, got all that out of the way.  Now I guess we should get down to business.”
 
   “Good idea.”  I tell her some of the albums I want to look up.  She goes to a website where we can listen to the albums for free.  Two minutes into the first track, Jamie starts to make gagging gestures.  I giggle at this.  “I know.  It’s so lame.”
 
   “I don’t know how old people can listen to such garbage,” she says.
 
   “It’s weird,” I say, though I know it’s because the “old people” grew up with that music and don’t think it’s shit, like me with my Creedence.
 
   Jamie retreats to her bed so she can play Angry Birds while I do some research.  The music continues to play in the background as I track down links to music from the ‘30s and ‘40s.  I find some Glen Miller stuff too, since I figure Darren won’t do anything.
 
   Another hour later there’s a knock on the door.  Travis the male nanny opens the door.  “Esmerelda says five minutes to dinner,” he says.  “Make sure you and your friend wash up first.”
 
   “We will,” Jamie says.  She sounds much sweeter than usual.  After the door closes, she tosses her phone aside and sighs.  “God, he is so hot.”
 
   “Yeah, he is,” I say.  Even if I were a grown woman I wouldn’t go out with Travis.  I’m not into the hairy hipster type.  For Jamie I doubt it matters a whole lot.
 
   “Did I ever tell you about the time I opened the bathroom door and he was in there shaving?  He had his shirt off and everything.”
 
   “Wow,” I mumble, though I imagine Travis’s chest is pale, scrawny, and hairless.
 
   “I could have just died from embarrassment,” she says.  Then she adds, “I just wish I’d had my phone with me so I could get a picture.”
 
   “That would have been great,” I say.
 
   She gets up from the bed.  “We’d better go wash up.”
 
   She leads me to the bathroom.  It has a tub that could have easily fit me when I was still six-three and over two hundred pounds.  The tub has whirlpool jets too.  My face warms as I remember the hot tub upstate where I masturbated for the first time as a woman while I thought of Grace, my daughter’s lover.
 
   I come back to reality as Jamie snaps her fingers in front of my eyes.  “Hey,” she says.  “You in a trance or something?”
 
   “What?  No.  I was just thinking of something.”
 
   “Must be something pretty interesting to get your face all red.”
 
   “It’s nothing important.”  I turn to the sink to wash my hands.  When I look up at the mirror, I see what Jamie meant; my face is still red from when I thought about Grace.  I splash a little cold water on my cheeks.  That doesn’t help a whole lot.  “Maybe I should go home,” I say.
 
   “You can’t yet.  Daddy’s not home.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, I guess I can stick around.”  Since I’m only ten I can’t just hop on a train like I used to do.  I could, but Tess would have a fit; she didn’t like me to go out by myself when I was eighteen.
 
   Jamie practically skips out to the dining room.  The table is already set.  Caleb slouches in one chair, probably annoyed to be dragged away from the TV.  Jamie and I sit on the opposite side of the table from him.
 
   The Hispanic woman from the kitchen brings in a tray loaded with tiny chickens.  Game hens, I think they’re called.  “Thank you Esmerelda,” Jamie says.  Esmerelda puts a chicken down on my plate.  It’s got some kind of stuffing in it.  I poke at the thing with my fork.  “It’s great,” Jamie tells me.  
 
   I take a cautious bite.  As the old saying goes, it tastes like chicken.  It makes me think of the chickens I used to barbecue in the backyard for Debbie and Maddy.  They usually complained my chicken was dry, but this stuff is pretty juicy.
 
   Besides the chicken we have mushrooms in some kind of sauce.  I don’t usually eat mushrooms even on pizza, but these are delicious.  While I scarf down my meal, Jamie talks more on her favorite subject:  boys.  There’s one boy in sixth grade she’s particularly fascinated with who has the unlikely name of Thurston.  He’s captain of the JV lacrosse team.  “I didn’t even know what lacrosse was until I saw him,” she says.  I share in a giggle with her.
 
   We eat carrot cake for dessert, which is Jamie’s favorite, when her father gets home.  As if she’s still a toddler, she bolts from the table to meet him at the door.  “Daddy!” she cries out and hugs him around the waist.  He’s only about six inches taller than her, maybe five-seven at most.  He’s mostly bald with a fringe of black hair left.  His glasses are about as thick as mine, which is more an indictment of my bad eyes than his.
 
   He kisses her on the top of the head.  “Hello, sweetheart,” he says in a gruff voice that sounds like it could use a throat lozenge.
 
   “Come on, Daddy, Stacey’s here!”
 
   “Who’s Stacey?”
 
   “My friend.”  Jamie’s voice loses its little girlish quality.  “I’ve been talking about her for over a week now.  We met at the doctor, remember?”
 
   “Oh, that Stacey,” he says.  He follows Jamie into the dining room.  His eyes narrow at me, to size me up.  My face reddens again under his gaze.  “This must be the famous Stacey.  I’m Gary Borstein, Jamie’s dad.”
 
   I take his proffered hand to give it a slight shake.  “Stacey Chang.”
 
   “So you go to school with Jamie?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy,” Jamie says, “but she’s a grade below me.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  How old are you, Stacey?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “That’s a good age,” he says.  
 
   “I guess,” I say.
 
   “Jamie turned eleven two months ago.”
 
   “Six months ago, Daddy.”
 
   “Oh, right.  Sorry, sweetheart.”
 
   Jamie’s father sits down at the head of the table.  Esmerelda has already fetched his dinner from the kitchen.  He starts to dig in.  “So you two met at Dr. Macintosh’s?” he asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s great.  Jamie needs friends.”
 
   “I had plenty of friends, Daddy.”  
 
   “I know, honey.”  He takes a bite of his chicken.  Then he asks me, “What do your parents do?”
 
   “I live with my grandparents.”
 
   “Her parents died.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.  It’s good of your grandparents to take you in.”
 
   “Yes.  They’re very nice.”
 
   “Her grandma is super-duper nice,” Jamie says.  
 
   “Yeah, she is,” I say.  “My grandpa is nice too.  He’s a cop.”
 
   “Really?  Maybe I ran into him at court,” Jamie’s father says.
 
   “Dad-dy,” Jamie says.  She stretches the word out.  “Stacey doesn’t care about that.  She’s just a kid.”
 
   If Maddy had talked to me like that I would have sent her to her room.  That was a lot more of a punishment fifteen years ago, before there was the Internet and smartphones everywhere.  Jamie’s father must not mind because he says, “I suppose you’re right, sweetheart.”
 
   Jamie takes my hand and pulls me from the chair.  “Come on, let’s go back to my room.”
 
   Once inside, Jamie plops on her bed and sighs.  “Daddy is such a nerd sometimes.”
 
   “He seems nice.”
 
   “He’s always nice to company.  Too nice really.  He starts trying to butter up everyone like they’re a client.”
 
   “I guess so,” I say.  I don’t want to press the issue.
 
   Jamie rolls over.  I think at first she must be mad at me, but then she opens the drawer to her nightstand.  From this she takes out a smartphone.  She tosses it to me; I fumble the catch so the phone lands on the floor.  “That’s only an iPhone 3, but it should still work.”
 
   “Wow,” I say as I pick the phone up.  “This is so expensive.  I can’t accept a gift like that.”
 
   Jamie snorts.  “Oh please, that’s like two generations old already.  You could probably buy one for ten bucks on eBay.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that,” I say.  The catch-22 is I would have to have Internet access to buy a phone like this online.  This I suppose is much easier.  Then Keshia and her cronies won’t have any reason to make fun of me.  “Thank you so much.”
 
   Jamie shows me how to turn the phone on and how to access the Internet.  She brings up her Facebook page.  “You should get one of these and then you can friend me.”
 
   “I’m already your friend.”
 
   “Well duh, but then we can share messages and pictures and stuff like that.”
 
   “I don’t think my grandparents would like that.”
 
   “Why?  It’s not like you’re going to be using it to talk to pedophiles.  Are you?”  She gives me a wink and then slaps my arm.  “I’m just kidding.”
 
   “I’ll ask them.”
 
   “Why do you have to ask them?  It’s not their phone.  My dad is paying for it.”
 
   I don’t want to keep secrets from Jake and Tess—or any more than I already keep from Tess—but what Jamie says makes sense.  It’s not their phone or their money.  Besides, they aren’t my real grandparents and I’m not really ten years old.  I can take care of myself.  “I’ll do it,” I say.  I turn the phone off and then slip it into my backpack.
 
   I see on the clock it’s after six.  “I should be getting home.  I promised to be back by seven.”
 
   Jamie rolls your eyes.  “You’re such a goody-goody.”
 
   “I don’t want to worry them.  They’ve been really nice to me.”
 
   “I’m just teasing,” Jamie says.  “Hey, do you think your grandma would let you sleep over this weekend?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.  Is your father going to be home?”
 
   “Most of the time.  Travis will be around too.”
 
   “Does he live here?”
 
   “I wish,” Jamie says and sighs like a romance book heroine.  “He has some grubby little place in the garment district.  He lives with these two stupid girls.  They’re actresses or something stupid like that.”
 
   From the way Jamie says the latter part, I know she’s jealous.  She would give anything to share an apartment with Travis, not that she would know what to do with him once they were alone.  To some extent it was the same way for me when I was a boy; my friends and I would stare at Playboy centerfolds though we wouldn’t have had a clue what to do if the model on the page had sprung to life and asked us to fuck her. 
 
   “I’ll ask her about the sleepover when I get back,” I tell Jamie.  We share a brief hug and then she takes me out to the dining room, where her father works on his carrot cake.
 
   “Daddy, Stacey needs to go home.”
 
   “Where does she live?”
 
   “In the suburbs,” Jamie says.
 
   I give him the address and he winces.  He knows it’ll be probably ninety minutes round trip at a minimum.  “All right,” he says.  He pats me on the head.  “Let me get my keys.”
 
   ***
 
   I’m surprised Mr. Borstein drives himself.  He has a silver Audi sedan with a vanity plate that reads, “BORSTEN1” in an underground garage.  I sit in the backseat, on the passenger’s side to make it easy for him to see me.  This is the first time I’m really alone with an adult stranger since I became little; I’m not sure how to act.  So I stare out the window and watch the scenery as we make our way towards the suburbs.
 
   We’re stuck on the bridge off the island when he says, “I was really glad to see you were real.  The last ‘friend’ Jamie had turned out to be some seventy-year-old retiree in Boca Raton she’d been chatting with online.”
 
   “Gross.”
 
   “My Jamie’s a good girl.  She’s just headstrong.  That’s why it’s hard for her to make friends.”
 
   “She had some in Miami, didn’t she?”
 
   “A few.  It broke my heart to have to move her and Cal up here.  There wasn’t much choice.  Someone made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”  Mr. Borstein shakes his head.  “You’re too young to know what that means.”
 
   I wonder if that means he was run out of Miami or someone up here offered him a really good job?  Either way, it’s clear his children aren’t happy about it.  “I’m glad you did,” I say.  “I’m new here too.  We used to live in California.”
 
   “Oh yeah?  Whereabouts?”
 
   “San Francisco.”
 
   “That’s a good town.  The wife and I went there on our honeymoon.”
 
   “That’s nice.”  I clear my throat and then ask, “What happened to your wife?”
 
   “She passed on.  Cancer,” he says.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “To be honest, that’s part of why we had to get out of Miami.  Her ghost was still there.”  He turns his head to look back at me.  “Not a scary real ghost.  More like her presence, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I know.  I felt that when my parents died,” I say.  In truth my parents and I never had much of a relationship.  I think instead of Maddy after the divorce, how her presence had always lingered, especially on my anniversary.  “I was glad when they sent us to live with Grandma and Grandpa.  Sometimes I can still feel them, when I see something of theirs, like the doll Daddy bought me or the necklace Mommy gave me.  Sometimes I like to be reminded of them, but other times it’s too sad, you know?”
 
   Mr. Borstein smiles at me.  “You’re a pretty special kid, Stacey Chang.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He turns back to the steering wheel.  We don’t say much more until I get home.  Before I get out, he says, “You come over whenever you like, all right?  Just as long as it’s OK with your grandparents.”
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Borstein.”  I decide to reward his kindness with a kiss on the cheek.  Then I grab my backpack and run inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   When I see Darren the next day, I say, “My grandma said it’s OK if I come over today.”
 
   “OK.  My uncle usually picks me up around four,” he says.  “I stay in the library until then.”
 
   He turns back to his notebook.  I can see I won’t get anywhere with him, so I work on some homework I should have done last night.  
 
   The rest of the day goes by slowly.  At recess, Maddy sits down next to me.  “Hi,” she says.
 
   “Hi,” I say.  “Something wrong?”
 
   “Mrs. Ellsbury is making us do this stupid play for the sequicennial,” Maddy says.  She mangles the word.  “She cast me as Eleanor Roosevelt.”
 
   “That’s good.  Isn’t it?”
 
   “Can you help me with my lines tonight?”
 
   “I can’t tonight.  I’m meeting Darren to work on our project.”
 
   To my surprise, Maddy starts to cry.  “It’s not fair!” she shouts.  “You’re never around anymore.  You’re always playing with your friends.  You promised to be there for me, but you’re not!  You don’t care about me.”
 
   “Maddy, of course I still care about you.  You’re my baby sister.”
 
   “I’m not a baby!”
 
   “Fine, you’re my younger sister.”  I put a hand around her shoulder to pull her close.  Some other kids probably see us, but I don’t care.  “You’re still my best friend too.”
 
   “What about Jamie?”
 
   “She’s my other best friend.”
 
   “You can’t have two best friends.”
 
   “OK, you’re my bestest friend.”
 
   “Then why do you play with her and not me?  Because she’s a big girl?”
 
   “I’m just doing what Dr. Mac said to do.  I’m trying to fit in.”  I give her a squeeze.  “You should try to make some friends your age.  Aren’t there any nice kids in your class?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Well, is there at least one who’s less mean than the others?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   I survey the playground.  There’s a girl with brown pigtails similar to Maddy’s who sits by herself under a tree.  She reads a book, though I can’t tell what it is.  “What about her?” I ask.
 
   “That’s Marcy.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “She talks funny.  She’s from Switzerland.”
 
   “She speaks English, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, but it sounds funny.  Like that German guy in that old TV show.”
 
   Maddy must mean Colonel Klink on Hogan’s Heroes.  “You know it’s not nice to judge people by how they talk or look.  Do you like it when people make fun of you for being chubby?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well then, why don’t you go over there and ask her to play?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Maddy trudges across the playground and sits down next to Marcy beneath the tree.  I watch them exchange a few words.  Whatever Maddy says is effective; Marcy closes her book and then they skip over to the swings.
 
   I watch this with a smile.  My little sister has made her first friend.
 
   ***
 
   I find Darren on the third floor of the library after school.  “Hi,” I say.  “You almost ready to go?”
 
   It’s not that I’m anxious to go to Dr. Macintosh’s house—far from it.  I just want to get it over with.  Then I can go home and text with Jamie.  She’ll probably want to know all about Dr. Macintosh’s house, if it’s as weird as his nephew.
 
   We don’t say anything as we go downstairs.  He clutches his backpack to his chest like it’s a pillow as we cross the quad to the admin building.  I see one car out front, a Lexus SUV.  I thought Dr. Macintosh the type who would have a Prius or Volt or something fuel-efficient like that.  Maybe I should ask him about that in our next session.
 
   Unlike when I ride with Jamie, no one opens the door for us.  As we climb into the back of the SUV, Dr. Macintosh says, “That’s not so bad, is it?”
 
   At first I think he said that to me; then I see the Bluetooth receiver on his ear.  “She’s just expressing herself,” he says.  “Try to explain why it’s wrong in a calm, rational way.  If that doesn’t work, then discipline her.  No, don’t raise your hand to her.  Send her to a corner to think about her actions.  Let me know how that works out.  Bye.”
 
   He finally turns back to us.  “Sorry about that, kids.  One of my patients has been smearing spaghetti sauce on the walls.”
 
   “Gross,” I say.
 
   “You two have your seatbelts on?” Dr. Macintosh asks.
 
   “Yes,” Darren and I say in unison.
 
   “Great.  Here we go then.”  He shifts the SUV into drive.  The traffic is worse than it usually is when I go to Jamie’s house.  We’re into rush hour, which lasts for about four hours in this city as the businesspeople flee to the suburbs.
 
   Dr. Macintosh takes advantage of this to ask me about the project.  “Darren says you’re studying art of the ‘30s and ‘40s?”
 
   “Yes.  We’re focusing on music mostly,” I say.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Well, because we both like music,” I say.
 
   “That’s a valid reason.”
 
   “But not a good one?”
 
   “There was a lot more to art than music back then.  There were a lot of great painters.  Some tremendous writers too like Hemingway and Faulkner.  Are you going to leave them out?”
 
   “We only get five minutes at most,” I say.
 
   “I see.  So you’re hoping to use music symbolically?”
 
   “Maybe,” I say, not entirely sure what he means by that.
 
   “That could work.  I’ll be happy to help you and Darren out as much as I can.”
 
   “What do you know about the ‘30s and ‘40s?” I ask.  “You’re not that old.”
 
   “You don’t think so?  Darren, how old do you think I am?”
 
   “Thirty-six,” Darren says.
 
   “Cheater,” Dr. Macintosh says with a smile.  “I have quite a collection of Cole Porter albums.  Do you know who he is?”
 
   “Not really,” I say.
 
   Dr. Macintosh clucks his tongue and shakes his head at the same time.  “He’s only the greatest singer/songwriter in the history of America.  You kids today think everything started with Lady Gaga.  There was a lot of music before then.  Centuries of it.”
 
   “We only have to cover twenty years,” I say.
 
   “Well you’re in luck because Mr. Porter is in that period.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh doesn’t live in as nice of a place as the Borsteins.  His house is about what I expected, an old brownstone that’s still in cherry condition.  He opens the car door to help me down.  Before I can say anything, he takes my backpack from me.  He exaggerates a grunt and bends forward.  “That’s so heavy.  What do you have in there, lead weights?”
 
   I glare at him behind my glasses.  “I wouldn’t be so pear-shaped then, would I?”
 
   He straightens up, chastised.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.  I was just goofing around.”  He sighs.  “I thought maybe we could be friends, not just doctor-patient.”
 
   “I’m only here because the teacher made Darren and I work together,” I say with a huff.  Then I stomp up the steps.  Darren’s already got the door open.  He’s in the living room, his backpack tossed on top of a grand piano.  Darren sits at the piano’s bench and flexes his fingers.  “You play the piano?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Darren’s mom was a virtuoso,” Dr. Macintosh says with a hint of sadness.  “She played Carnegie Hall when she was thirteen.”
 
   “Wow, that’s good,” I say.  I glance at Darren.  “Are you going to play there?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh tries to brighten the mood.  “Darren, why don’t you play some Porter for Stacey?  I’m sure she’d love to hear it.”
 
   I really don’t want to hear more old music from my grandpa’s generation, but I nod anyway.  Darren plays the scales to warm up his fingers.  Then he starts in on the song.  I have no idea what it is.  I don’t really care either.  I’m more interested in Darren.  As he plays his face takes on a look of tranquility I’ve never seen before.  As the song reaches its climax, he thumps the keys with authority.  
 
   When he finishes, I applaud.  “That was beautiful,” I say.
 
   Darren’s face reverts back to its unreadable mask.  “Thanks.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh claps me on the shoulder.  “Stacey here is quite an accomplished singer.  Maybe you two could do a duet.”
 
   “I don’t know the words,” I say.
 
   “No problem.  I’ve got the lyrics right here.”  Dr. Macintosh presses sheets of music into my hands.  I don’t know what any of the funny symbols on the lines mean, but I can read the words.  “Darren, why don’t you play it through once and then Stacey can jump in the next time?”
 
   “OK,” Darren says.  As he plays, I follow along on the paper to try to get a feel for the music.  This is a lot easier in the karaoke bar.
 
   During the song, I tug on Dr. Macintosh’s shirt.  He bends down so I can whisper in his ear, “What if I can’t sing anymore?”
 
   “I’m sure you can.  I doubt it changed your vocal chords that much.”  I hate him a little when he tousles my hair.  “Just give it a try.”
 
   So I do.  My voice sounds higher, thinner.  It’s a little girl’s voice, not a woman’s voice like at the karaoke bar.  I keep my eyes on the paper so I don’t get lost.  Darren is such a smooth player that he can cover up when I miss a word and circle back so I can pick it up.
 
   As we finish, Dr. Macintosh applauds.  “That was wonderful,” he says.
 
   “You’re just saying that,” I say.
 
   “Lightning strike me if I’m lying.”  He waits theatrically, but no lightning hits him, much as I want it to.  “See?”
 
   Darren addresses his feet as he says, “You were good.”
 
   “So were you,” I say.  I look down at my feet too.
 
   “Now kids, I don’t mean to tell you your business—”
 
   “That’s all you do,” I grumble.
 
   “Maybe, but I think this is how you should do your presentation.”
 
   Darren and I go pale at the same time.  “You want us to perform?  In front of everyone?” he asks.
 
   “Why not?  You’re both very talented.  It would be a shame to waste that by reading an essay and playing MP3 clips.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.  I remember that night in the karaoke bar.  Though now no one should demand I take off my top.  “It might work.”
 
   “Of course it will work.  You just need to practice.”  Dr. Macintosh pats me on the back.  “You’re welcome to come over whenever you want.  Right, Darren?”
 
   “I guess,” Darren says.
 
   I tug on Dr. Macintosh’s sleeve.  “Can I talk to you in the kitchen?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The kitchen is full of stainless steel appliances that look almost new.  I doubt Dr. Macintosh cooks much.  I sit on a stool at the island so I can more easily look him in the eye.  “I know what you’re doing,” I hiss.
 
   “What am I doing?”
 
   “You’re trying to hook me up with your nephew.”
 
   “By ‘hook you up’ you mean what exactly?”
 
   “You want us to be friends because you think we’re both shy little outcasts.”  I cross my arms.  “I already have a friend.”
 
   “I see.  So you think I have purely selfish motives here?”
 
   “Yes.  Isn’t that against whatever oath you take?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s compromising my ethics to encourage two shy children to be friends.  Especially not when they’ve already been assigned to work together.”
 
   “And you want us to perform in public.”
 
   “Which you find scary after what happened at the karaoke bar, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He puts a hand on my shoulder again.  “Stacey, you truly do have a beautiful voice.  And Darren is every bit the player Mary Anne was.”
 
   “Mary Anne is your sister?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I thought she joined the Peace Corps and got knocked up?”
 
   “She couldn’t handle the pressure of her talent, so she joined the Peace Corps.”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid Darren might crack up the same way?”
 
   “I think it’s more important to confront his fear of performing in public.  Who better to help him than the most talented little singer I know?”
 
   “You can’t butter me up like that.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I forget you don’t like me to praise your talent.  You’d rather I said you’re no good?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “That’s too bad, because that would be a lie.”  He gives my shoulder a little shake.  “Stacey, you said before you’re not sure what you want to do with your life.  Maybe this is the answer.  Shouldn’t you at least explore the option?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s just one school presentation.  It’ll be less than five minutes.  Can’t you give it a try?”
 
   I sigh.  I hate the way Dr. Macintosh makes things I don’t want to do seem so reasonable.  “I’ll try,” I say.
 
   “Good.”  He helps me off the stool.  “There are some other songs you two can try as well.  Or if you want to try someone else, we can.  Darren is very good at playing by ear.”
 
   He leads me back to the living room and then we get started.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   I survive my first week of the fourth grade as Stacey Chang.  To celebrate, I have my first real sleepover at Jamie’s house.  All Friday afternoon I check the clock and watch the minutes tick away.  The closer the end of school gets, the less I can concentrate on my project with Darren.  If he notices my agitation he doesn’t say anything, which isn’t unusual.
 
   The bell finally rings to signal it’s three o’clock.  We have to wait until Ms. Lowry says, “Class dismissed.  Have a good weekend, children.”  Then I can grab my backpack and dart out the door.  I try to be quick so I can avoid Keshia.
 
   I’m not quick enough.  Just like in the cafeteria, one moment I walk under my own power and the next I fall forward.  I put out my hands to break my fall, which only sends pain through both wrists as I hit the floor.  My glasses bounce off my face to skitter a few inches away.  I reach out to grab them, but they’re enveloped by a dark brown blob.
 
   “You lose something, Chopsticks?” Keshia says.
 
   “Give back my glasses,” I say.  I scramble to my feet.  Even at close range it’s hard for me to see where Keshia has them.  I flail at her, but she easily holds the glasses over my head.  “Give them back!  I need them.”
 
   I don’t see her hand until it shoves me against the wall.  “What are you going to do about it?” she growls.
 
   There’s not much I can do.  Keshia is bigger, stronger, and she can see.  All I can do is cry pathetically.  “Give them back,” I whine.  I hate myself when I say, “I’ll tell Ms. Lowry.”
 
   “Ooh, I’m so scared,” Keshia says.  “You think she’s going to believe some dumb scholarship kid over the best student here?”
 
   I can’t see much around me, but I hear snickers accompany this.  Apparently we’ve drawn a crowd.  If they came to watch a fight they’re going to be sorely disappointed because even if I do throw a punch it won’t be much of a fight.
 
   I’m saved by Ms. Lowry.  “What is going on here?”
 
   “Nothing, Ms. Lowry,” Keshia says.  “Stacey dropped her glasses.  I was giving them back.”  
 
   She presses the glasses into my hands.  I put them on in time to see Keshia grin evilly at me, to dare me to tell Ms. Lowry.  Much as I want to, I know that will only make my situation worse.  “Thank you,” I mumble.
 
   “You should be more careful.  Someone might break them next time,” Keshia says.  She tousles my hair like I’m a kindergartner and then saunters away with her cronies in tow.
 
   I grab my backpack and then race out the door.  I run across the quad, ignoring the taunts of older students, and then past the admin building.  Maddy has just gotten into Tess’s station wagon.  I’m out of breath by the time I reach the car.
 
   “Stacey!  There you are.  Are you all right, dear?” Tess asks.
 
   “I’m…fine,” I say.  “Got a little…tied up.”
 
   Tess gets out of the car so she can unlock the tailgate.  Inside is a pink Power Puff Girls sleeping bag and a pastel suitcase with flowers printed on it.  Both of these belonged to Tess’s daughter Jenny when she was my age.  There’s also my pink monkey, which Tess drapes over my neck.  “Do you want me to take your backpack home?” she asks.
 
   “I’ll keep it,” I say.  I probably shouldn’t because after Tess passes the sleeping bag and suitcase to me, I’m doubled over from the weight.
 
   “Have a good time, dear.  We’ll see you on Sunday morning.  If there are any problems at all, just call and we can come get you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I hope that won’t be necessary.  I take a few steps back then and hope Keshia doesn’t show up again to trip me.  Not that she’d be so stupid to do it in front of an adult.
 
   I watch Tess drive away.  Maddy turns to wave at me.  I’d like to wave back, but my hands are too full.  I hope she’ll be all right by herself tonight.  She seems to be fine, but you never can tell when the next tantrum will happen.
 
   I feel a hand on my shoulder and cry out.  It’s not Keshia, this time.  “Not exactly a light packer, are you?” Jamie says.
 
   “My grandma packed for me.”
 
   Jamie takes the sleeping bag from me and then leads me to the car.  The driver gets out to take my suitcase.  He puts it in the trunk and then we’re on our way.
 
   ***
 
   Once we get back to Jamie’s place, we go back to her bedroom like before.  This time she has a surprise for me.  It’s a digital camera that she picks up from her desk to aim at me.  “What’s that for?” I ask.
 
   “So we can get some glamour shots of you,” she says.  She motions me over to her desk.  She opens her laptop and then brings up Facebook.  Only it’s not for her account—it’s a page for Stacey Chang.  The wall is blank at the moment and there’s a generic avatar instead of a picture.  I already have one friend in Jamie.  “You don’t mind, do you?  I thought it’d be easier to do it here without your grandparents around.”
 
   “That’s cool,” I say, though inside I feel a nervous flutter.  I really don’t want to be on Facebook, where any stranger in the world can see me.  Dr. Ling might be dead, but there are still plenty of creeps out there who might want to do nasty things to a little girl.  Still, I know how much it would hurt Jamie if I don’t do it; like most girls her age she practically lives on Facebook.
 
   So for the next hour I let Jamie stage a photo shoot for me.  First she brings out a case full of cosmetics.  “These were my mom’s,” Jamie says with a note of sadness.  Then she starts to slather on rouge and eyeshadow.  Like most girls her age she puts too much on, so I look like a cheap whore.  When Jamie goes to the bathroom, I wipe some of it off with a tissue so it’s a little more subtle.
 
   When we get to the actual pictures, she makes me sit on the bed.  “You should take the glasses off,” she says.
 
   “I like the glasses.”
 
   “People will think you’re a geek.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m a geek, do you?”
 
   “Me?  I think you’re a total geek,” Jamie says with a smile.
 
   I throw my pink monkey at her, but it sails wide to hit the wall.  “Just hurry up and take the pictures.”  We take a couple normal ones.  Then she asks me to make some funny faces.  I haven’t made funny faces into a camera in forty years, at least sober.  All I can think to do is stick my tongue out. 
 
   “Come on, you can do more than that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   She crosses her eyes and folds her tongue in half like a slice of pizza.  “Gross!” I shout.  “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Try it.  It’s totally not hard.”
 
   I stick my tongue out again and try to fold it the way she did.  My tongue wobbles but stays flat.  Jamie shakes her head.  She steps over to the bed and grabs my tongue with one hand to fold it in half.  “Like that.”
 
   Try as I might, I can’t get it right.  “You’re hopeless,” she says with a sigh.
 
   I try something I used to do back when I was a little boy.  I roll my eyes back until I can’t see anything.  “Oh my God, that is so gross!” Jamie shouts.  “I love it!”  She takes a few pictures of me like that.
 
   For the last batch she puts the camera on the desk and then sets the timer.  We squeeze together in front of the camera and smile broadly.  In a couple of other ones she does the thing with her tongue and I do the thing with my eyes.  We wind up in a giggling heap on the floor.
 
   “Those are going to be so awesome,” she says.
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Trust me,” she says with a laugh.  I watch as she connects the camera to the computer so she can transfer the pictures.  It’s a lot easier than in my day where you had to go to a store and wait hours or even days to have the film developed unless you were lucky enough to have a Polaroid.  
 
   In minutes I can see the pictures blown up on the screen.  My face turns warmer as I see how adorable I look, even when my slanted eyes are rolled back to show just the whites.  There’s the surreal moment where I have to remind myself that’s my face on the screen, me with the red-framed glasses, thick bangs, and shy smile. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Jamie asks.  “You aren’t going to puke, are you?”
 
   “What?  No,” I say and force myself to smile.  “I’m just surprised how good these are.”
 
   “I told you I know what I’m doing,” she says.  
 
   I think about calling home, but I know Jamie would take that as an affront, as if I don’t want to be here.  So I try to relax while she starts to set up my Facebook page.  She wants to use one of the goofy pictures of me as my avatar.  “Don’t you dare!” I shout. 
 
   “Come on, it’ll be funny,” she says.  As she pushes the button, I roll over on the bed; I don’t want to see it.  Everyone will think I’m a freak.  “OK, here it is.”
 
   I look up.  To the left I see one of my nice pictures.  Beside that is my name and location.  Before I can say anything, Jamie snaps a picture of me.  Thirty seconds later I can see how I look, a mixture of horror and relief on my face.  I give her a playful slap on the arm.  “Don’t scare me like that!”
 
   “All right,” Jamie says, “now it’s time to make some friends.”
 
   ***
 
   By dinner I have thirty friends on Facebook.  They’re Jamie’s friends who only accept my request because I’m her friend.  My wall has a few standard greetings from these new friends; they welcome me and hope to see me around.  As stupid as it is, I feel some satisfaction with this.  Maybe I don’t know these people for real, but at least they know I exist.
 
   “So what do you want to say?” Jamie asks.
 
   “I don’t know.  What am I supposed to say?”
 
   “Whatever you want.”
 
   She slides over so I can use the keyboard.  What do I say to all of my new friends?  I should try to say something funny, something to endear them to me.  I can’t think of anything.  As Steve and Stacey, no one’s ever said I’m a laugh riot.  So I just type, “Hi everyone!  It’s great to meet you!”  The exclamation points are a bit much, but they make it sound perkier than a period, or at least that’s what I think.
 
   “That’s it?” Jamie says.
 
   “What else should I say?”
 
   “Here, slide over.”  I do so and watch Jamie type in a message that’s ostensibly from me.  It says, “I’m sleeping over with Jamie Borstein tonight.  We’re gonna eat sooooo much popcorn, LOL.”  She posts it and then says, “It’s not great, but it’s a start.”
 
   “Is that what we’re doing tonight?”
 
   “Maybe.  You’re not allergic to popcorn, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Caleb is allergic to peanuts.  His face gets all puffy and red if he eats something that even touched a peanut.  It’s pretty gross.”  Jamie smiles evilly at me.  “We should totally give him a peanut and then take pictures.”
 
   “What?  No!  That’s gross!”
 
   “I’m just teasing.  You are soooo gullible.”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “Here, I’m going to type that in. ‘I am so gullible I believe whatever Jamie tells me.’”
 
   “Don’t!”
 
   Jamie starts to laugh.  “Got you again!”  She rubs her hands together with glee.  “We are going to have so much fun tonight!”
 
   “Gee, I can hardly wait.”
 
   ***
 
   Though I’m not hungry after dinner, Jamie insists we have a big bowl of popcorn while we watch movies in the living room.  About a year ago Maddy and I had a sleepover that ended when Grace came over so they could reconcile while I stupidly snuck out to finish off Artie Luther.  Before that happened, Maddy and I watched Twilight in the same way Jamie and I watch TV now, on the floor in sleeping bags.  The only difference is Jamie is partial to Harry Potter movies.  
 
   Not for the eponymous character, as it turns out.  She likes the redheaded boy, Ron Weasley.  Whenever he comes on the screen, she gives a little sigh.  “It’s too bad they aren’t making any more of these,” Jamie says.  “I wish they could go on forever.”
 
   “That would be great,” I say, though I’ve never seen any of the movies.
 
   Jamie picks up on this.  “Have you even seen these before?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Oh my God!  You cannot be serious.  These are the best!  The books are even better.  You haven’t read those either, have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She shakes her head sadly, to pity me.  “What do you like?”
 
   “I mostly read Nancy Drew books.”
 
   “Nancy Drew?  Seriously?”  Jamie smiles at me.  “That is so retro.  You probably still play with Barbies too.”
 
   “No,” I say.  Then I add, “Well, sometimes.  If Maddy asks me.”
 
   “No way!”  Jamie shakes her head again.  “I forget sometimes you’re only ten.”
 
   “I’m not a baby!” I say and sound just like Maddy.
 
   “Stay here a second.”  Jamie scrambles out of her sleeping bag to run back to her room.  I assume she’s gone to get her phone so we can play on Facebook or something.  Instead she returns with a book:  Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone.  “This is a first edition, from England.  Mom got it when she went over there for a conference or something.  She bought the first five because the others weren’t out yet.  I couldn’t read them on my own so she read them to me at bedtime.”
 
   “That’s so sweet,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, she was really sweet.”  Jamie’s eyes water, but then she forces herself to smile.  “I’ll read a little to you tonight, but then you’re on your own, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  I snuggle closer to her in my sleeping bag and then listen while she reads to me from the book.
 
   I’m not sure when I fall asleep, but the next thing I know, someone shakes me.  Jamie whispers, “Come on, Stacey.  You can’t go to sleep yet.  It’s not even midnight.”
 
   “It’s not?”  It feels to me like it should be two in the morning, but maybe that’s what happens when you start to go to bed at eight-thirty instead of midnight.  “How long was I asleep?”
 
   “Long enough to start snoring.”
 
   “I don’t snore!”
 
   “Do so.  You sound like a chainsaw.”  She imitates my snoring, which sounds like a pig as it chokes on something.
 
   “I don’t sound like that!”
 
   She ignores this and pulls her phone out from her sleeping bag.  “I wanted to show you something.  I found this really cool app the other day.”  She pushes a few buttons on the phone and then turns the phone lengthwise.  
 
   When she shows me the screen, I see a Ouija board, like the kind kids played with in my day to predict stuff, only this one is all digital.  “A Ouija board?” I say.
 
   “Yeah, it’s cool.  You ask it a question about the future and it gives you an answer.”
 
   “Don’t you need to be psychic or something to make that work?  I mean, how can a computer tell you the future?”
 
   “Maybe it’s a psychic computer.  We don’t have to play if you’re scared.”
 
   “I’m not scared.  I just don’t think a computer can tell the future.”
 
   “Then what’s it going to hurt to play?”
 
   She has me there.  I sigh and say, “Fine.  What do we ask it?”
 
   Jamie thinks for a moment and then starts to type.  “What is the first name of my first boyfriend,” she says as she types.
 
   We watch as the cursor begins to tremble and then move around the digital board.  The first letter is ‘E.’  Then comes ‘R,’ followed by ‘I’ and ‘C.’  The cursor comes to rest.  “Eric,” Jamie says.  “I wonder if it means Eric Jules?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “He’s on the JV basketball team.  Oh my God, he is so cute.  He’s got curly blond hair and this really cute little scar on his left cheek from when he fell on the steps when he was a kid.”
 
   “How do you know so much about him?  Haven’t you only been here like two months?”
 
   “One of my friends is a friend of his on Facebook.  I sent him a friend request but he didn’t answer it.  Jerk.”
 
   “And he’s going to be your boyfriend?”
 
   “I hope so.”  Jamie sighs just like when she sees Ron Weasley on the screen.  “I think I’ll start getting the wedding invitations printed.  Mrs. Jamie Jules.”
 
   I giggle at this.  “That sounds silly.”
 
   “Shut up.”  She taps the phone.  “Let’s see who it picks for you.  It probably won’t do anything because you’re too little to even like boys.”
 
   “I am not!  I like boys.”
 
   “Who do you like, then?”
 
   “Lots of them.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” she says and then sticks out her tongue.
 
   I slide away from her.  “This game is stupid,” I complain.
 
   “Come on, Stacey.  We can ask it something else if you’re too scared to play.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Fine.  Let’s see—” her voice trails off and then she begins to type.  “Who is going to be Stacey’s first kiss?”
 
   “Don’t ask it that!” I shout.  If this thing is any kind of psychic at all, it’ll bring up a girl’s name.  I can only imagine the grief Jamie will give me for that.
 
   I’m too late to stop her; she’s already hit the button.  There’s nothing to do as the cursor moves around.  As it does, I start to feel sick to my stomach.  After a minute the cursor finally stops.  D-A-R-R-E-N.  Darren.  Darren is my first kiss.
 
   “Who’s Darren?” Jamie says.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, a little too quickly.
 
   Jamie stares at me and then starts to laugh.  “Oh my God!  The weird kid under the slide!  That’s your first kiss.”
 
   “Shut up!” I shout.  “I don’t even like him.  We’re just working on the project together.”
 
   “Stacey and Darren sitting in a tree—”
 
   She has to stop when I hit her in the jaw with my pillow.  This isn’t a playful pillow fight blow, but one intended to hurt.  Her taunting rhyme ends with a cry of pain.  “Ouch!  You little brat!  I bit my tongue.”
 
   She grabs her pillow and hits me in the side of the head hard enough to make me tumble onto my side.  Before I can sit up, she’s on top of me to pin my arms down.  We’re wrestling like this when Mr. Borstein shouts, “What the hell is going on in here?”
 
   Jamie slides off of me.  Her face turns red as she faces her father.  “We were just playing, Daddy,” she says.
 
   “That didn’t look like playing to me.”
 
   Being the youngest one in the room, I’m the one who breaks first.  Though I don’t want to, I start to cry.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Borstein.  It’s my fault.  Jamie and I were playing and I got mad and I hit her with a pillow.”  I sniffle and then add, “I’ll call my grandpa to pick me up.”
 
   Jamie’s father tousles my hair.  “You don’t have to do that, sweetheart.  I’m sure Jamie is as much at fault as you are.  Aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy,” Jamie says, sincere enough that I believe her.  She pulls me into a hug.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.  It was a stupid game anyway.”
 
   “I’m sorry too.”
 
   “That’s good, girls.  Now clean up this mess and then get to bed, all right?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy,” Jamie says.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Borstein,” I say.
 
   He tousles my hair again.  “It’s all right.”
 
   Then he leaves us to clean up spilled popcorn and the rest of our mess.  While I clean, I make sure to tap a button on Jamie’s phone to shut down the Ouija app that still showed Darren’s name on it.
 
   ***
 
   I asked Tess for a sleeping bag because I figured Jamie and I would sleep out here in the living room.  After we clean up, she starts back to the bedroom.  “Where are you going?” I ask.
 
   “To bed.  Where else?”
 
   “Oh.”  I follow her to the bedroom and drag my sleeping bag with me.  Jamie’s room is big enough that there’s plenty of room on the floor for me to stretch out.  
 
   As I smooth out the sleeping bag on the floor, Jamie asks, “What are you doing?”
 
   “What’s it look like?  Going to bed.”
 
   “You don’t have to sleep on the floor.”  She pats the mattress of her bed.  “You can sleep with me.  Unless you think I have cooties or something.”
 
   “No,” I say.  The bed is a queen size, with more than enough room for two little girls.  As I climb on the bed, I tell myself that Jamie and I aren’t going to “sleep together” in the sense that Grace and I slept together.  It’ll be like when Maddy and I share a bed as sisters.
 
   I make sure to keep my pink monkey between us.  Jamie has an ordinary brown teddy bear she clutches to her chest.  “You got enough covers?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I say.
 
   With a yawn she says, “G’night, Stacey.”
 
   “Goodnight, Jamie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   The next day is the most fun I’ve had as Stacey Chang.  A Mercedes sedan waits to drive us around after breakfast.  Travis sits in the front seat, which leaves us kids to squeeze into the back.  I sit in the middle again, Jamie leans close to me, and Caleb presses against the door to look out the window.  
 
   Jamie instructs the driver to take us to the downtown shopping district.  Along the way, Jamie and I play against each other in a Facebook trivia game.  She of course trounces me.  Then she gloats about it to all of our online friends.  “You’re just a lot faster ringing in,” I say, which is true.  I couldn’t remember which button on the phone to hit ninety percent of the time.
 
   “You snooze, you lose,” she says and then sticks out her tongue at me.
 
   “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that.”
 
   The next game doesn’t go any better than the first.  I’m still too slow for Jamie and a lot of the pop culture questions are more tween-oriented.  I manage to get twenty points more than last time, not that it matters since Jamie scores even higher.
 
   I’m grateful we pull up to Macy’s then.  The driver lets us out by the sidewalk so we just have to walk inside.  It’s still difficult because we have to fight through the crowds on the sidewalk.  Jamie takes my hand so we don’t get lost as we snake our way through the throng.
 
   I haven’t been inside the department store in twelve years.  Back then I was a thirty-nine-year-old man who wanted an expensive piece of jewelry that might save his marriage.  With only a policeman’s salary, I had to buy a pair of diamond earrings.  Debbie liked them, but it was too little, too late to salvage things between us.
 
   This time I can barely see over the jewelry counter.  I have even less money, so I just stand back while Jamie studies the necklaces.  She finds something she wants and then starts to bark at the salesgirl like an old pro.  “Don’t bother gift wrapping it,” Jamie says.  “We’ll wear it out.”
 
   I assume she meant the royal we until she turns to me and presents me with a red cardboard box.  “What’s this?”
 
   “Open it and find out, dummy,” she says.
 
   I open the box and see a silver necklace.  It’s one of those half-heart necklaces.  My half says, “ST ENDS EVER.”  Jamie has the other half of the heart.  When we put them together, they spell out the full message:  BEST FRIENDS FOREVER.  Though there are millions of similar necklaces around the city, my eyes still tear up.  “This is so sweet,” I say.  “No one’s ever done something like this for me before.”
 
   For the first time, Jamie acts shy; her cheeks redden.  “I thought we should make it official,” she says.
 
   We share a hug.  Then we put the necklaces on each other’s necks.  Now in a small way we’re bonded.  As we skip away from the jewelry counter to show the necklaces off to Travis and Caleb, I wonder why Maddy, Grace, and I hadn’t ever done anything like this.  If Maddy and I ever do get back to being ourselves again, I’ll have to buy her a necklace so she’ll know how important she is to me.
 
   ***
 
   It’s a lot different to shop with Jamie than with Maddy and Grace.  It’s not just that we shop in a different section of the store.  The stores we visit are different too.  Jamie is too young for liberal guilt, so she shops at the Gap, Old Navy, and similarly commercial stores instead of vintage shops.  
 
   Jamie takes it upon herself to update my wardrobe.  When I try to resist and say I don’t have the money, she says, “Daddy won’t mind.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “He doesn’t care, so long as I don’t try to buy a Ferrari or something.”
 
   “What if you did?”
 
   “I’d be paying for it out of my allowance for a long, long time.”  We laugh at this and then Jamie takes a T-shirt off the rack.  It’s pink, which to this point I’ve always avoided.  When she holds it up against me, I shift uncomfortably.  “I think that would look great on you.”
 
   “It’s a little girly,” I say.
 
   “Well, duh.  You’re a girl.”
 
   “That’s true.”  In the end I let her buy the shirt.  I don’t want to offend her.  Besides, nothing says I actually have to wear it.  Maybe I’ll have to wear it once so Jamie can see me in it.  
 
   “We should get something really cute for the presentation,” she says.  
 
   She finds a red dress I’m sure Tess would not approve of.  The skirt barely touches my knees and the neck dips to the point it would show off my cleavage if I had any.  “Hey, it matches your glasses,” Jamie says.
 
   She’s right about that.  That makes me love the dress.  “I guess I’ll try it on,” I say.  In the mirror I see it’s just as short and revealing as I thought.  I smooth the red fabric over my potbelly; maybe I can lose a few pounds before the presentation.  I step out of the dressing room so Jamie can see me in it.  “You think it’s too short?”
 
   “You look great.  But you need some pretty shoes to go with it.”
 
   I feel an icy hand grip my stomach.  It took me a while to walk in heels as a grown-up; I don’t want to try it as a kid.  My fears are assuaged when Jamie picks out a pair of red flats.  “Wow, you look awesome,” she says.
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Oh yeah.  Keshia is going to be so jealous.”
 
   “I hope not.  She’ll probably try to beat me up again.”
 
   “You’ll be fine.”  Jamie grins at me.  “You want to look good for Darren, don’t you?  Then he’ll kiss you for sure.”
 
   I slap her on the arm.  “Shut up!”
 
   Jamie gets a dress similar to mine, only it’s light blue.  We have both of them boxed up so we don’t get them wrinkled before our big night.  I feel like Princess Stacey again as the driver takes our purchases and loads them into the trunk.
 
   Caleb didn’t go with us into the clothes stores.  Travis took him to the arcade so he could blow a few dollars on the machines there while he waited for us.  “What took so long?” he whines.
 
   “None of your business,” Jamie snaps.
 
   From there we go to the movie theater.  After some negotiation between Jamie and Caleb, they agree to Dolphin Tale, in 2D because Jamie claims the 3D glasses give her a headache.  “They don’t make prescription ones for Stacey either,” she says and then sticks her tongue out at me.
 
   Jamie and I get a tub of popcorn to share, along with two sodas and a box of Sno Caps.  Caleb just gets candy and soda, enough that I’m sure he’ll be bouncing off the walls before the movie is half over.  We find seats in the middle of the theater.  Jamie insists I sit on the aisle next to her.
 
   We munch our snacks and sip our sodas while the previews play.  I think of my date with Seth that seems like a million years ago.  How long will it be before I can go on another date with a boy?  It might be years unless Dr. Palmer can change Maddy and I back.
 
   About ten minutes into the movie, Jamie bumps her soda in the cupholder between us.  The soda topples over to splash onto my jeans.  I cry out and leap to my feet.  “I’m so sorry,” Jamie says.  She takes my hand while people begin to hiss for us to be quiet and get out of the way.  “I’ll help her clean up,” she whispers to Travis.
 
   I wait until we’re out of the theater to ask, “Why did you do that?”
 
   “It was an accident.”
 
   “Was not.  You did it on purpose.”
 
   “I did not!”
 
   “I saw you.”  I start to tear up as I reach for my necklace.  “I thought we were friends.”
 
   “We are,” Jamie says.  She leans close to me and then whispers, “I needed something to get us out of there.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Jamie pulls me towards another theater a couple doors down.  The digital sign over the door indicates this theater is for Dream House.  She puts a finger to her lips to keep me quiet as we slip through the door.
 
   In my day it was a lot harder to sneak into a movie.  The theaters had ushers to make sure no one got unruly.  You also had employees who gave a shit.  Now it’s so easy that the only difficulty will be to get the soda stain off my jeans.  No one stops us or even questions us as we take seats near the back of the theater.
 
   Jamie can’t resist a triumphant snicker.  “You get it now?” she asks.
 
   “Won’t Travis figure it out?”
 
   “He won’t care.”
 
   We slouch down into our seats just to make sure no do-gooder adult tattles on us.  I can’t help but feel a giddy thrill at this act of rebellion.  It’s been a long time since I did anything like this.  
 
   The movie follows most of the standard horror movie formula.  A lot of things go bump in the night.  While I’ve seen a lot worse than anything in the movie in my police career, I still feel a nervous tremor.  As the movie goes on, I begin to curl up tighter and tighter in my seat.  I glance over at Jamie, who is just as nervous.
 
   By the end I peek over my arm until something scary happens.  Then I cover my face and whimper.  I keep my face covered for probably the last fifteen minutes and during the credits.  Even as the lights go on I’m scared to look up, afraid of what I might see.
 
   When someone touches my shoulder, I scream.  “It’s over now, girls,” an old woman says.  She sounds a lot like Tess, but I know Tess couldn’t be here.  I finally look up to see the old woman wears a theater uniform.  
 
   I expect Jamie to make fun of me, but her face is pale and she trembles as she uncurls from her chair.  “Is it over?” she asks, her voice tiny.
 
   “It’s over,” the woman repeats.  “You two should go before you get in trouble.”
 
   I take Jamie’s hand and lead her up the aisle.  Back in the safety of the lobby, Jamie sighs with relief.  “Oh my God, that was soooo scary,” she says.  “I almost wet my pants.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   We find Travis and Caleb in the lobby.  Caleb plays with his phone on a bench, oblivious.  “You guys done?” Travis asks.  I take it from his reaction he knows we snuck into a different movie, but won’t bust us for it.  Jamie probably does this all the time.
 
   “We’re done,” Jamie says.
 
   ***
 
   The cook has the night off, so we have a couple of pizzas delivered.  Caleb refuses to eat any toppings or to pick them off, so he gets a cheese pizza.  Jamie and I eat a Hawaiian one with pineapple, ham, and bacon despite that her father’s half-assed Judaism prohibited pork.  “He won’t find out if we eat it all,” Jamie says with a sly grin.
 
   I’m not all that hungry after the movie, but I pitch in to do my part.  There’s a special iCarly on, so we sit in front of the sixty-inch TV to watch that.  It’s better with Jamie right here instead of texting me a thousand times while I try to watch.
 
   “I want a loft like that when I get older,” Jamie says.  “We can share it.”
 
   “That would be great,” I say and mean it.  If I have to grow up again, it wouldn’t be so bad if Jamie and I could be roommates.  “Here or back in Miami?”
 
   “Here, I suppose.  Though Seattle might be cool too.”  Jamie says that’s where iCarly takes place.  
 
   “I’ve heard it rains a lot there,” I say.  Although this is a hypothetical scenario I wouldn’t want to move too far from the city, not unless Maddy comes with us.
 
   “That’s true.  But we won’t be outside that much.  We’ll be inside, kissing boys.  Me and Eric and you and Darren.”
 
   “Shut up!” I squeal.  I grab a couch pillow to give her a little tap on the shoulder.  “I don’t like Darren.  He’s weird.”
 
   “Sure, that’s why you went over to his house.”
 
   “That was just for the project.”
 
   “Whatever you say.”  In a more ominous tone she adds, “The Ouija board never lies.”
 
   I’ve forgotten about the scary movie, at least until it’s time for bed.  It’s been a long, long time since I was scared of the dark, yet as soon as Jamie turns off the light, I shiver.  At any moment I expect something to burst out of the closet or from under the bed.
 
   “Jamie?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Do you think maybe we could leave the light on tonight?”
 
   “I guess,” she says.  From the way she doesn’t chide me about being a scared little baby, I know she’s rattled too.  She hops out of bed to turn the light back on.  Then we go to sleep and cling to each other for protection from monsters.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   Jamie’s father must not work on Sunday mornings, as he’s the one who takes me back to Jake’s house.  Jamie comes along to keep me company.  After breakfast we showed him our necklaces and the new clothes we bought.  He’s especially impressed when we come out in our new dresses.  “Where’d my daughter and her friend Stacey go?  All I see are these two little beauty queens,” he says.
 
   “Dad-dy, don’t be silly,” Jamie says, but she smiles at the compliment anyway.
 
   As we pull up to Jake’s house, Jamie says, “I’ll text you later so you can tell me how your grandma freaks out when she sees that dress.”
 
   “She’s not going to freak out that much,” I say, or at least I hope she doesn’t.  
 
   We hug and then I get out of the car.  Mr. Borstein takes my packages, as well as my sleeping bag and suitcase.  I take my backpack and my pink monkey.  To my relief, Tess is there to greet us at the door.  She doesn’t look any worse for wear either.
 
   She just about knocks the monkey out of my hand as she squeezes me in a hug.  “Hello, dear.  How was your sleepover?”
 
   I try to answer, but my mouth is muffled by her chest.  I’m saved by Mr. Borstein.  He sets down the suitcase so he can shake Tess’s hand.  “Hello, Mrs. Madigan.  I’m Gary Borstein, Jamie’s father.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you.  I hope Stacey hasn’t been too much trouble.”
 
   “Oh this one is nothing but trouble,” Mr. Borstein says.  He gives me a playful wink.  “But seriously, Stacey is a wonderful girl.  You must be so proud.”
 
   “We certainly are.”
 
   I sneak into the house, eager to find Maddy.  She’s not in the living room, despite that cartoons are still on the TV.  I hurry up to the bedroom, where I find her in front of the vanity, as she brushes out her damp hair.  She only wears a towel around her midsection.  I say, “Hi.”
 
   She turns to me and smiles.  “Hi!”  Maddy gives me a hug that’s not as tight as Tess’s, but still pretty firm.  The towel miraculously stays on throughout this.  “You’re just in time.  We were going to leave for church in a few minutes.”
 
   “You were?”
 
   “Yes.  Grandma said we should go to the later service in case you showed up.”
 
   “That’s great,” I say, though I’m not really in the mood to get dressed up and go to church.
 
   “It is.  Then you can meet my new friends.”
 
   “New friends?” I say.  I wonder if she’ll show me a couple of stuffed toys.
 
   “Margarita and Anita.  They’re both really nice and they have a playhouse in their backyard for tea parties and stuff and they’ve got a doggy named Amarillo because he’s yellow.”
 
   I think of the dog Maddy used to own, a golden retriever named Max.  It makes sense she would like kids who have a similar dog.  If they’re real and not her imagination.  She might have made them up just to get even with me for sleeping over at Jamie’s house this weekend.
 
   I change into my church dress and then run a comb through my hair.  My eyes are a little red from a lack of sleep, but I look presentable.  Maddy looks much better, her hair smooth after the brushing she gave it; her cheeks glow with excitement.
 
   Jamie and her father are gone by the time I get back downstairs.  Tess waits down in the living room.  She smoothes my hair and dress.  “So what all did you and your new friend do?” she asks.
 
   “We went shopping and saw a movie and Jamie bought this for me.  She has the other half so we’ll always know we’re best friends,” I say in one childish gush.  I fish my necklace from under my dress so Tess can see it
 
   “That’s very nice, dear,” she says, but her face clouds with sadness.
 
   “What’s wrong, Grandma?”
 
   “Nothing, dear.  It’s a very pretty necklace.”
 
   Then it hits me:  Jenny had a necklace like this when she was a kid.  Maddy, as Jenny’s best friend, had the other half.  I hide the necklace under my dress again.  “I’m sorry, Grandma.”
 
   “Don’t be, dear.  You didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   I give her a hug anyway.  Then she says, “I should go check on your sister.”
 
   Maddy bounds down the steps a minute later.  “Do I look all right, Grandma?”
 
   “You’re very pretty, dear.”
 
   “Margarita and Anita will be there, won’t they?”
 
   “I’m not sure, dear.   They might not go to the same church.”
 
   “But they have to.  I want to show them my dress.”
 
   Maddy’s face starts to redden as if she’s about to throw a tantrum.  Tess is quick to defuse it; she puts an arm around Maddy.  “If they aren’t there, we can go over to visit them later, so long as it’s all right with their mother.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Jake, with a good sense of timing, stays in his study until then.  “The prodigal granddaughter returns,” he says.
 
   “I wasn’t prodigal.  It wasn’t even two days.”
 
   “I’m just teasing.”  He makes an exaggerated groan as he scoops Maddy from off the floor.  “All right, time for you little heathens to go to church.”
 
   ***
 
   The church is built in the colonial New England style, complete with a white steeple.  I’ve been inside a few times, most notably for Jake’s wedding.  Jake was brought up as a Methodist, but converted for Tess once they got serious.  Not that it was that big of a conversion, just a few different rituals to learn.
 
   As senior members of the congregation, Jake and Tess have seats in the second row.  They aren’t explicitly reserved, but everyone knows to leave them vacant.  For a while I sat in that row as their adopted daughter; I leaned against the end of the pew while I tried not to fall asleep.
 
   The first time I came here as Stacey Chance, I heard murmurs among the parishioners as they wondered who was this pale, skinny girl with the Madigans.  The reverend eventually cleared it up when he announced Jake and Tess had taken me in as foster parents.  Though I went to the church for a year, I never did feel like part of the congregation.
 
   Everything is amplified as we enter the church; I hold Tess’s hand and Jake holds Maddy’s.  The whispers are even more insistent and heads turn to catch glimpses of us.  Needless to say there aren’t any other Chinese girls in the congregation.
 
   Not quite as out of place is a Hispanic woman and two little girls.  One is a couple years younger but has her hair done just like mine and wears glasses that aren’t as thick.  The other girl is closer to Maddy’s age, her hair in pigtails with ribbons that match her yellow dress.  Maddy waves to them and they wave back.  Maddy tries to pull away from Jake, but he keeps a tight grip on her hand. 
 
   “Can’t we sit with them?” she asks.
 
   “Not today,” Jake says.
 
   “But—”
 
   “You can see them after the service.”
 
   I worry Maddy will have another tantrum in the church, but she doesn’t.  “OK,” she says and then lets Jake steer her to the second row.  I take my usual seat with Tess beside me.  Maddy is on the far side, next to Jake.  That way we can’t get into any mischief.
 
   As probably the most senior member of the church, Minnie has a seat in the front row.  She turns to give us a big grin.  “Such adorable children,” she says.  “Let’s see, it was Stacey and Morgan?”
 
   “Madison,” Maddy says.
 
   “Oh, dear me, I’m sorry.  You look very pretty, Madison.”
 
   “Tank you,” she says in her cute lisp.
 
   “Stacey looks very cute too.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say out of obligation.
 
   “Stacey is a little shy,” Tess says.
 
   Like before, there comes the awkward moment when the reverend says, “And we’d like to take a moment to welcome some very special guests.  Jacob and Teresa Madigan have opened their hearts once again to take in two precious little girls:  Stacey and Madison.”  I want to slouch down in my seat, but Tess has a hand on my back.  My cheeks burn with embarrassment to have a hundred people stare at me.  “Now, let’s bow our heads and pray.”
 
   ***
 
   Maddy’s new friends wait for her outside.  Before we can meet them, we have to endure more attention from the reverend.  He bends down so he’s at eye level with us and then shakes each of our hands in turn.  “Welcome, Stacey.  Welcome, Madison.  I hope you enjoyed today’s service.”
 
   “Yes,” we say together.
 
   He mercifully turns his attention to Tess and Jake then.  While Jake answers how we came to live with him, Maddy tugs on Tess’s sleeve.  “Can I go see Margarita and Anita, Grandma?”
 
   “Very well, dear, but stay where I can see you.  Stacey, go with her.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I say.  Maddy breaks into a run, to rush over to her new friends.  They bounce up and down a little with excitement to see each other again.
 
   Maddy nods to me and says, “This is my big sister, Stacey.  She’s ten.”
 
   “Hi,” I say.
 
   “You guys want to play tag?” Maddy asks.  Then she slaps my arm.  “Stacey is it!”
 
   The girls scatter in three different directions.  I jog along the front lawn of the church while Maddy and her friends dart between groups of milling parishioners.  They scream like banshees as they run, especially if I get anywhere near them.
 
   I finally catch Margarita and tap her on the shoulder.  “You’re it,” I say.  Then it’s my turn to run.  
 
   Margarita catches her sister Anita, who takes losing as gracefully as Maddy would.  “No fair!” Anita shouts.  “You cheated!”
 
   “Did not!”
 
   They squabble for a minute, until Maddy takes charge.  “No one cheated,” she says with authority despite her small size.  “You’re it, Anita.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be it.”
 
   “Too bad.”  Maddy glares at Anita, to dare the other girl to challenge her.  Anita doesn’t.  “You gotta wait ten seconds for us to get a head start.”
 
   “OK,” Anita says, chastised.
 
   We play until Margarita and Anita’s mother comes to collect them.  Tess isn’t far behind.  “Grandma, can I go over to play with Margarita and Anita later?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Have you finished all your homework?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you may if it’s all right with Mrs. Vasquez.”
 
   It is all right with Mrs. Vasquez.  Maddy and her new friends say goodbye; they promise to see each other soon.  I feel like the fifth wheel as I stand off to the side throughout all this.
 
   On the way home, Maddy nudges me in the ribs.  She hisses, “You’re not the only one who can make friends.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   Jamie isn’t at recess on Monday.  She and Caleb have their appointments with Dr. Macintosh in the afternoon.  Maddy, motivated to add even more friends than the Vasquez sisters, attempts to teach Marcy the Swiss girl how to jump rope.  The way Maddy barks at Marcy, I doubt their friendship will ever blossom.  Next time I see Dr. Macintosh I should probably mention the bossiness that’s accompanied Maddy’s push to make friends.  It’s good, though, to see her with some of her old confidence back.
 
   With nothing else to do, I sit on the lawn and play with my phone.  There are always messages to read and links to click on, despite that most of my two hundred “friends” should be in school right now.  This gets boring after a few minutes, so I decide to look for something else to do.
 
   I see Darren in his usual place under the slide.  He scribbles something in his notebook, probably more music.  Is he writing a symphony?  Maybe an opera.  I bet Darren is the type who would like opera, though to me it sounds like someone running a bag of cats through a wood chipper.  After a week as partners, he shouldn’t hide his music from me.  We’ve sung Cole Porter songs at his uncle’s house, so what’s the big deal if I see his magna opus?
 
   I borrow a little of Maddy’s attitude as I stomp over to the slide.  Without permission, I sit down next to him.  “How’s it going?” I ask.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Is that the same thing you were working on last week?”
 
   “No.  It’s something else.”
 
   “Really?  What?”
 
   I try to peek over his shoulder, but he blocks me with his body.  “Leave me alone!” he shouts.
 
   “I’m just curious.  Come on, we’re partners.  Can’t we be friends too?  Don’t you like me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yes,” he says again.  It’s hard to hear him; his voice sounds like someone’s got a vise around his windpipe.  “I do like you.”
 
   “I like you too, Darren.  So why can’t I see what you’re doing?”
 
   “It’s not finished yet,” he says.
 
   “I don’t care about that.”
 
   “I can’t show it to anyone until it’s done.”
 
   “That’s stupid.”
 
   “Is not.”
 
   “Is too.”
 
   “Is not.”
 
   I sigh and shake my head.  It’s like when I argue with Maddy.  “Fine, be that way.  I don’t want to see your stupid symphony anyway.”  That’s an old interrogation trick, to supply an answer and hope the perp corrects you with the right one.  Darren doesn’t fall for it.
 
   I take out my phone and feign like I’m checking messages.  I even give a fake laugh as if I see something funny.  Darren finally relaxes a little; he doesn’t shield the notebook from me quite so much.  While I still pretend to text message on the phone, I shift it to my left hand.  With my right, I go for the notebook.
 
   I snatch it off his lap before he can stop me.  He is quick, though; he grabs one end of it with his hand.  He tries to tug it out of my grasp.  “Stop it!” he yells.  “You’re going to rip it!”
 
   “Am not!”  We play tug-of-war with the notebook for a minute, until finally it shoots out of both of our hands.  Darren is taller than me, but I’m faster than him.  I catch the notebook in midair and then roll onto my side.  He actually falls over me as he tries to grab it away from me.
 
   Finally I can see what he’s so embarrassed about.  It’s a song, a song about me:
 
    
 
   Stacey, you brighten my days;
 
   Like a summer sun’s warm rays;
 
   When I see you I don’t know what to say;
 
   Except, “I hope you’ll stay.”
 
    
 
   There’s more, but by then my eyes are already too watery to read.  Maybe Darren isn’t John Fogerty yet, but it’s a good start.  An even better start because he wrote it about me.  “Oh my God,” I whisper.
 
   “It’s stupid, I know,” he says.  He tries to take the notebook back, but I won’t let him.  He gives one last feeble tug before he gives up.  “I was still working on the bridge.”
 
   “No one’s ever done anything like this for me before,” I say.  This goes beyond the necklace Jamie bought for me; this is something Darren made from his heart for me.  Never had I dreamed someone could think me worthy of a song, not me with my glasses, potbelly, and terminal shyness.  “You really wrote this for me?”
 
   He looks down at the ground.  “Yes.”
 
   We’re drawn as if by a magnet towards each other.  It’s not a seamless merger; we bang our upper teeth together.  Our cheeks turn red at the same moment.  “Sorry,” we say in unison.  Then we try it again.
 
   My first kiss as a little girl is what you’d expect:  dry and brief, little more than a peck.  Yet when we pull back, I sigh as if he’s just ravished me.  I stare at him and see him in a new light:  Darren, my adorable troubadour.  Why didn’t I ever notice before how cute he is, even with the glasses?  Or what a perfect couple we make:  him at the piano and me singing his words?
 
   Just like that I have my first boyfriend.  Never doubt the power of the Ouija board.
 
   


  
 



Part 5:
 
   Childhood’s End
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34
 
   Dr. Palmer could hear them long before she saw the girls.  Half the pediatric ward could hear them squabble.  “That’s mine, give it back!” Madison shouts.
 
   “Is not!  Grandma bought it for me,” Stacey shoots back.
 
   “You don’t even play with it.”
 
   “I am now.”
 
   “Gramma!” Madison wails.
 
   Even from down the hallway and through a door, Dr. Palmer can hear the exasperation in Tess’s voice as she says, “That’s enough, children.  Put the toys away or I’ll take them from you.”
 
   “No fair,” Madison says with a whimper.
 
   Tess must not realize how loud the kids are and how shitty the hospital’s soundproofing is, as she says, “I want you both to be on your best behavior for the doctor.  If you’re very good, Grandma will take you for ice cream.”
 
   The girls cheer at this.  Dr. Palmer shakes her head.  It’s hard to believe five months ago these were two young women, one nineteen and the other twenty-three.  Even harder to believe eighteen months ago one used to be a fifty-year-old man.
 
   Now that the girls have been sufficiently bribed, Tess finally opens the door.  She looks as tired as she sounds, her skin gray and hair dull, the effects of chasing after two little girls every day.  Still, Tess forces a smile to her face.  Dr. Palmer can’t be positive, but she’s fairly sure the lines on Tess’s face have deepened.  She looks more like a grandmother all the time.
 
   “Hello, Doctor.  I’ve brought your two little patients.”
 
   “Mr. Madigan couldn’t make it?”
 
   “He’s working some overtime,” Tess says with a sigh.  It isn’t cheap to raise two little girls.  Dr. Palmer has offered to help the Madigans out, but they refuse to take any money.  Mac has met similar resistance, though they both have money to spare.  
 
   It’s obvious how much the girls have regressed mentally by the way they shy away from Dr. Palmer and stay close to their grandmother.  Madison actually clings to Tess with one arm while the other clutches a stuffed rabbit.  This despite that they’ve met Dr. Palmer several times in the last three months to monitor their health.
 
   “Hello, girls,” Dr. Palmer says.  She smiles as wide as she can, but that only causes them to whimper in unison.  “I’m not going to hurt you.  I just want to make sure you’re still feeling all right.”
 
   “You’ll be fine, children,” Tess says.  “Dr. Palmer hasn’t hurt you before, has she?”
 
   They shake their heads, but don’t say anything.  Dr. Palmer turns to Stacey.  “Why don’t you go first?  Hop up here on the table.”
 
   “I don’t wanna,” Stacey says.
 
   “I promise it’s not going to hurt,” Dr. Palmer says.
 
   “Is too,” Stacey says.
 
   “Go on, dear,” Tess says.  “Be a big girl and get on the table.  Otherwise you’re not going to get any ice cream.”
 
   The challenge to her pride at being a big girl and promise of ice cream is enough to prompt Stacey to hop up on the table.  She turns her head away to face the wall while she sticks out her right arm.  It’s hard to believe this little girl scared of a needle used to be a decorated police officer.  Dr. Palmer pats Stacey on the arm.  “It’s all right,” she coos.  “I’ve got something new that isn’t going to hurt at all.  You’ll feel just a tiny little prick.”
 
   It took her staff weeks to reverse-engineer Dr. Ling’s device to measure cellular decay.  Once they did, they figured out how to apply the same concepts to one of the newer style diabetes monitors.  The end result is about the size of a credit card, with a tapered end that goes into the patient’s skin to extract the needed cells.  Much less painful and messy than the old meat thermometer design of Dr. Ling.
 
   It’s so much better, Stacey doesn’t even flinch until Dr. Palmer has a Snoopy Band-Aid over the area just in case it bleeds a little.  “Is it over?” Stacey asks.
 
   “It’s over.  You were very good.”
 
   The monitor beeps a few seconds later.  The digital numbers come back with the reading:  10.8.  That’s higher than Dr. Palmer expected.  Since Stacey said the first reading came back at exactly ten about five months ago, this reading should be 10.4 if Stacey is aging normally.  The higher reading means she’s aged faster than normal, if only by a small amount, not enough to be noticeable.
 
   “You can sit up now.  I just want to check and make sure your heart and breathing are in tip top shape.”
 
   “OK,” Stacey mumbles.  She flinches a little as Dr. Palmer presses the stethoscope to her back.  “It’s cold.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Everything seems all right.  No signs of asthma.  Heartbeat is strong and regular.  That’s something to be concerned about with as much as Stacey’s body has been through in its lifetimes.  “How are your eyes?  Glasses still working for you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Anything else?  Any tummy aches from eating too many cookies,” Dr. Palmer says.  She gives Stacey a playful poke to the belly, but the little girl doesn’t react.  
 
   “I’m fine,” Stacey says.  “Can I go now?  I promised Jamie I’d call her.”
 
   “You can go,” Dr. Palmer says.  “If I had any lollypops I’d give you one.”
 
   “Grandma, can I go call Jamie now?  I promised to call.”
 
   “I suppose, but don’t go too far.  And don’t get underfoot.”
 
   “I won’t.”  Stacey leaves the room with her phone pressed to her ear.  Her voice cranks up in excitement as she says, “Hi, it’s me!”
 
   Dr. Palmer pats the exam table.  “OK, Madison.  You’re next.”
 
   “I don’t wanna,” Madison says and her face reddens.  Dr. Palmer knows from experience the toddler is about to throw a tantrum.
 
   Tess bends down to look Madison in the eyes.  “Now, sweetheart, you saw what happened with Stacey.  She wasn’t hurt at all.  Don’t you want to be a big girl like her?”
 
   “I am a big girl,” Madison says.  To prove it she climbs up the steps to the top of the exam table.  Dr. Palmer notes a brown roll of fat becomes visible as Madison climbs up.  “See?  I did it all by myself.”
 
   “You sure did,” Dr. Palmer says.  She holds up the monitor.  “Now, hold out your arm.  It’s just going to be a tiny poke.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be poked.”
 
   Dr. Palmer pats the head of Madison’s stuffed rabbit.  “I bet your bunny wouldn’t mind, would she?”
 
   “She’s stuffed,” Madison says.  She gives Dr. Palmer a pitying look.  
 
   “You’re not afraid, are you?  This didn’t hurt Stacey and she’s not a big tough girl like you are.”
 
   Madison thinks it over.  Then she sticks out her arm.  Like Stacey she turns her head away.  At the same time she clutches the rabbit hard enough that her knuckles turn white.  Dr. Palmer expects the rabbit’s seams to burst at any second.
 
   A few seconds later it’s done.  Dr. Palmer puts a Band-Aid over the barely visible hole and then pats Madison on the head.  “It’s all over.  You were very brave.”
 
   “Tanks.”
 
   The monitor beeps a few seconds later; it comes back with a reading of 5.9.  No wonder Madison’s clothes are tight: she’s aged a year in about five months.  Could it be the aging rates are because of the difference in the girls’s ages or is it because of the different serums Dr. Ling gave them?  She makes a mental note to look into it later.
 
   After she makes sure Madison is a healthy almost six-year-old, Dr. Palmer says, “Why don’t you go find your sister while I talk to Grandma for a minute?”
 
   “Do I have to, Gramma?”
 
   “Yes, dear,” Tess says.  
 
   “OK.”  Madison trudges from the room.
 
   Dr. Palmer closes the door.  Then she pats Tess’s shoulder.  “I think I’d better check out Grandma too.”
 
   “I’m fine.  Just a bit tired.”
 
   “Those two keep you busy, don’t they?”
 
   “They certainly do.”  Despite her protests, Tess sits down on the exam table.  From the look of it, she would like nothing more than to lie down and sleep for a while.  “I forgot what a handful little girls can be.  It was hard enough with Jennifer.  Having two of them—”
 
   “I imagine it’s got to be difficult,” Dr. Palmer says.  She puts the stethoscope to Tess’s back to listen for any wheezing that might indicate respiratory problems.  “I bet they’re both pretty strong-willed, aren’t they?”
 
   “They are both headstrong little things when they want,” Tess says.  Then she sighs and adds, “But they’re so sweet too.  Just this morning Stacey let Madison have the last bowl of cereal.”
 
   “That’s really considerate of her.”
 
   “They have such good hearts,” Tess says.  And then she breaks down.  She starts to sob like one of her little charges. 
 
   Dr. Palmer isn’t prepared for this.  She takes a couple of tissues from a dispenser on the counter.  Tess takes these and wipes futilely at her eyes.  “It’s all right,” Dr. Palmer says.
 
   Tess needs a few minutes to collect herself.  Once her tears have mostly dried, she forces another smile to her face.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Dr. Palmer says.  “I see those girls and sometimes I want to cry too.  What happened to them isn’t something anyone should have to endure.  But it’s good they have someone like you to help them through it.”
 
   “Thank you, dear,” Tess says.
 
   “Look, if you and Jake can manage to find a sitter for the kids, I’ve got something to show you at the lab.  We’ve made some great headway on the problem.”
 
   “You have a cure?”
 
   “Not yet, but we’re getting close.”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Tess says, but a moment later she frowns.  “What happens if you can change their bodies back?  They’ll still be children inside.”
 
   “I know, but maybe seeing themselves grown up will unearth the old memories.  Dr. Macintosh thinks the regression isn’t permanent.  He says it’s more like a wall their subconscious is putting up to help them adapt to their surroundings.  Once their bodies are restored, those walls will get knocked down.”
 
   “But still, what about their new friends?  Stacey and Jamie have become so close.  It will hurt them both terribly.  Madison has her own little friends too.  She’s quite popular at school and in the neighborhood.”
 
   “Kids are resilient.  They’ll make new friends.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Tess shakes her head.  “Everything has become such a mess.  It makes me wonder why God allows these things to happen.”
 
   Dr. Palmer has never been much into religion, so she can only shrug.  “They say he works in mysterious ways.”
 
   “Very mysterious sometimes.  The way those poor girls have suffered…it makes me lose faith sometimes.”
 
   “I’m sure everything will work out in the end.  You have to hang in there.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “In the meantime, there’s something else I should mention.”  She tells Tess the results from the monitor.  “Right now there’s not much outward change, but we could have some problems in a few months, especially with Madison.”
 
   “What do you suggest?”
 
   “There’s nothing we can do right now.  We’ll just have to keep an eye on things.  I might want to see them more often to keep tabs on them.  I can stop by your house in a couple of weeks to make it easier.”
 
   “They’re usually home by six-thirty.  I try to put Madison to bed by seven-thirty, though sometimes that’s difficult.”
 
   “I imagine it would be.  Madison is a pretty spunky girl.”
 
   “She certainly is.”
 
   Before Tess can leave, Dr. Palmer puts a hand on her shoulder again.  She looks into the older woman’s eyes.  “How much sleep are you getting?”
 
   “Six hours or so, depending on if they have any nightmares.”
 
   “You should try to get a few hours more.  I can prescribe something—”
 
   “That won’t be necessary.  I’ll be fine.”
 
   “What about your husband?  How’s he holding up?”
 
   “He’s been working himself hard these days.  Some days I don’t see him until he climbs into bed after midnight.”
 
   “I really wish you’d let me help you out.”
 
   “We can manage.”
 
   Dr. Palmer wants to argue, but she knows it won’t do any good with a woman like Tess.  A woman like her would never accept charity, not so long as she has a choice about it.  She’s too proud for that.  “Maybe the next time Madison needs some new clothes I can take her shopping.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you.  I’ll talk to Jacob about it.”
 
   “Good.”  Dr. Palmer shakes Tess’s hand.  “I’ll see you guys in a few days then.”
 
   She just hopes the news is as good as she’s made it sound.
 
   ***
 
   It’s been really hard to keep a secret like her boyfriend from Jamie.  Stacey hates how they have to sneak around at lunch and recess to find a private place.  Most of the time she and Darren go to the supply closet on the third floor.  There they can manage to kiss and hold hands for a few minutes without the need to worry someone will see them.
 
   The situation isn’t much better at Dr. Mac’s house.  Darren’s uncle is always around to give them advice on their presentation or offer them snacks or something.  The only way they can be alone is for Stacey to pretend she has to use the bathroom and then wait for Darren to make an excuse to get away from his uncle so he can slip into the bathroom with her.
 
   The best times are when Jamie has her appointments with Dr. Mac.  Then at recess Stacey and Darren can sit under the slide and talk.  They plan out their whole lives:  they’ll get a loft somewhere in the city for their home base.  They’ll travel all over the world and perform on stage with Darren playing the piano and Stacey singing.  They’ll be richer and more famous than Lady Gaga and Justin Bieber combined.  Stacey will have her own horse, maybe even a stable of them, and Darren will have the biggest stereo ever so he can listen to music all the time.  Eventually they’ll have two kids:  a boy and a girl named Darren Jr. and Qiang after Stacey’s mommy.
 
   Darren hasn’t asked if she wants to go public yet.  She’s glad about that because she doesn’t want to have to explain.  Mostly Stacey doesn’t want that big meanie Keshia to find out because then she’ll try to steal Darren away.  Stacey doesn’t know what she’ll do if that happens, not after she and Darren have planned to grow old together—or at least she’s planned to grow old with him.  She has a whole page in her diary to practice her signature as Mrs. Darren Macintosh.  Sometimes she just stares at that page for a while and imagines what it will be like, how awesome it will be.
 
   Her phone beeps.  There’s a text from Jamie.  “Where are you?” Jamie asks.
 
   “At Dr. Mac’s,” Stacey types back.  She hates to see both of her doctors a day apart.  It’s so unfair.
 
   They talk about last night’s X Factor, which is Stacey’s favorite show after iCarly.  Jamie says Stacey should try out in a few years.  She would win for sure.  That’s what Stacey thinks too.  She has to wait for the right time to ask Grandma and Grandpa about it.  She knows they won’t be all that enthusiastic about it.  They’d never let her go to Hollywood, at least not alone.
 
   The receptionist calls Stacey’s name.  She signs off and leaves the phone with Grandma so it can’t interrupt her session with Dr. Mac.  Even though they see each other most every day, Dr. Mac still acts like he barely knows her.  “Hello, Stacey.  Have a seat.”
 
   She takes her seat across from him.  She doesn’t know why she has to come here.  She’s fine now.  Sometimes she can’t even remember what Mommy and Daddy look like.  That makes her feel sad until she remembers they’re up in Heaven to watch over her and Maddy.
 
   What she does like is to see the picture of Darren on Dr. Mac’s desk.  She tries not to stare too hard at it, but the picture makes her feel like he’s here with them.  She sneaks a glimpse at the picture as she sits down and hopes nothing gives her away to Darren’s uncle.
 
   “So how is everything going?” Dr. Macintosh asks.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “No problems with Keshia?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Homework not too difficult?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Project coming along?”
 
   “You know it is.  We practice in your house.”
 
   “You think you’ll be ready for it on Friday?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you excited?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Not a lot?”
 
   “It’s just a couple of minutes.  It’s not like being in Hollywood or anything.”
 
   “I see.  You want to sing in Hollywood?”
 
   “Maybe someday.  When I get bigger.”
 
   “That’s probably a wise decision.  So you want to be a singer when you grow up?”
 
   “Or maybe a veterinarian,” she says to throw him off.  Grandma Tess says it’s not nice to lie, but sometimes Stacey has to so Dr. Mac won’t find out about her and Darren.
 
   “You like animals?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “Cats?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Dogs?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Horses, I bet.  All little girls love horses.”
 
   “They’re OK.”
 
   “Have you ever thought about being a police officer?”
 
   Stacey shakes her head.  “That’s for boys.”
 
   “There are a lot of policewomen these days.”
 
   “So?  I don’t want to wear some ugly uniform.”
 
   “I see.  You want to look pretty?”
 
   “Duh.  Girls are supposed to be pretty.”
 
   “Is that a fact?”
 
   “Most girls anyway.”
 
   “Not like Keshia, I bet.”
 
   “She’s not pretty.”
 
   “What about Madison?  Is she pretty?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She’s a baby.”
 
   “I’m sure she would take issue with that.”
 
   “So?  She is a baby.  A big fat baby.”
 
   “Do you think your sister is overweight?”
 
   “Duh,” Stacey says again.  “Her clothes hardly even fit anymore.  Grandma says if Maddy gets any bigger, she’ll need a whole new wardrobe.”
 
   “And does that make her ugly?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why not?  It’s a simple question.”
 
   Stacey squirms in her seat.  She hates when Dr. Mac does this to her.  She always feels trapped.  She glances at the picture of Darren and wishes he were here to hold her hand.  “She’s my sister.”
 
   “I see.  That means you can’t judge her like kids in your own class.”
 
   Stacey squirms a little more.  It’s hard for her to admit it, but she says, “Maddy is cute.  For a baby.”
 
   “That’s good.”  Dr. Mac taps his notebook with his pen.  That always means he’s about to ask her something hard.  “What about you?  Are you pretty?”
 
   She thinks about that one.  She knows what Darren thinks.  He’s said a bunch of times that she’s the prettiest girl at school.  But when she looks in the mirror, she isn’t so sure.  Other girls don’t have glasses like she does.  Their eyes aren’t shaped like footballs either.  Except for a few like Keshia, their skin isn’t so brown either.  She’s different from the other girls.  All the stories they read say being different is good, but she isn’t sure about that either.  No one makes fun of you if you’re the same as them, only if you’re different.  “I guess so,” she finally says.
 
   “You guess?  Shouldn’t you know?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Do other girls besides Keshia give you a hard time at school?”
 
   “A couple.”
 
   “Do they think you’re pretty?”
 
   “No.  They think I’m ugly.”
 
   “Why would they think that?”
 
   “Because I’m different.”
 
   “What makes you different?”
 
   She repeats the list she already went through in her own mind.  As she does, Dr. Macintosh nods along, to confirm everything.  She decides to turn the tables on him.  “Do you think I’m ugly?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “You’re just saying that.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “To be nice.  That’s what grown-ups do.  They tell fibs all the time.”
 
   “Do your grandparents fib?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What do they fib about?”
 
   “That we aren’t poor.”
 
   “Why do you think they lie about that?”
 
   “So they won’t make us feel bad.”
 
   “Does it make you feel bad to think you’re poor?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Stacey admits.  “Sometimes I wish we could afford lots of nice things like you and Jamie have.  And if we had more money Grandpa wouldn’t have to work so hard.”
 
   “Does he work too hard?”
 
   “I hardly see him anymore.  He’s always in his study or at work.  He’s not even around to tuck Maddy in at night.”
 
   “What about your grandma?”
 
   “She works hard too.  Especially when Maddy is being a brat.”
 
   “And I’m sure you’re never a brat, right?”
 
   Stacey looks down at her feet.  She hates the way Dr. Mac does this to her, to make her feel bad about things she hardly thinks about.  “Sometimes.  But most of the time it’s Maddy’s fault.  Like the other day I wanted to watch iCarly and she wouldn’t change the channel.”
 
   “And then what happened?”
 
   “I took the remote.  The stupid baby went and told Grandma and she sent us both to bed.”
 
   “Did that make you angry?”
 
   “A little.  I watched it the next day at Jamie’s house so it was OK.”
 
   “Did Madison get to watch her program?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You didn’t care?”
 
   “She probably didn’t want to watch it anyway.  She just didn’t want me to watch my show.”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “Because she’s a brat, like I said.”
 
   “I see.  Do you love her?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your sister.  Do you love her even though she is a brat?”
 
   “Yes,” Stacey admits.  “Can I go now?”
 
   “Almost.”  He reaches beside him to take out a hand mirror.  He passes it over to her.  “What do you see in the mirror?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   “I see.  Let’s pretend for a moment.  Let’s pretend we’re strangers.  How would you describe yourself to me?”
 
   “Um, well, I’m four feet tall and I’ve got black hair—”
 
   “That’s your physical appearance.  I can see all that.  Describe what I can’t see.”
 
   “Oh.”  Stacey stares harder at the mirror.  As she stares into her eyes, something weird happens:  they turn blue.  Not just blue, but round as well, like the other kid’s eyes.  Like in a nightmare her whole face changes:  her skin turns pale white and her hair goes from black to a dark red that’s curly and pretty.  Her cheeks turn slimmer while her nose gets longer.  This face is older than hers, a grown-up’s face.
 
   She yelps and then tosses the mirror into Dr. Mac’s lap.  She curls up in the chair and whimpers like Maddy.  She feels his hand on her shoulder.  “Stacey?  What happened?  What did you see?”
 
   “Nothing,” Stacey mumbles into the cushions.
 
   “It wasn’t nothing,” he says.  “Let’s talk about it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”
 
   “Stacey, that’s not a big girl answer, is it?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   Dr. Mac sounds more like Grandpa as he says, “Young lady, sit up right now.”
 
   Though she doesn’t want to, Stacey obeys.  She won’t look at the doctor; she stares down at the floor.  He hands her a tissue to wipe at her eyes with.  “Thanks.”
 
   “Now let’s talk about it.  What did you see?”
 
   “You won’t believe me.”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   Stacey gathers her courage.  Dr. Mac will think she’s gone crazy.  “At first it was me.  Then my face started to change.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “My eyes turned blue and my hair turned red.”
 
   “I see.  Go on.”
 
   “And then I looked in the mirror and there was this pretty lady instead of me.”
 
   “Do you know who it was?”
 
   “No.  I never saw her before.”
 
   “You say she had blue eyes and red hair?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What else do you remember about her?”
 
   “Her hair was curly and really pretty.  Her skin was white.  She didn’t have stupid glasses either.”
 
   “And she wasn’t a little girl like you?”
 
   “No.  She was a grown-up.”  Stacey looks up at Dr. Macintosh.  He writes in his notebook, probably that she’s crazy and needs to go to the hospital.  “Do you know her?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”  He leans forward in his chair.  “But I bet if you think hard enough you’ll know who she is.”
 
   They end the session like that.  Stacey goes out to Grandma Tess.  She hugs her grandma; she needs to feel the warmth of someone’s body at the moment.  Grandma strokes Stacey’s hair and asks, “What’s wrong, dear?”
 
   “Nothing,” she says.  She pulls away from Grandma and then waits for Maddy to end her session; she counts the moments until she can hug Darren again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
   The company doesn’t like Dr. Palmer to bring outsiders into the lab.  They especially don’t like her to bring a cop like Jake Madigan in.  Lennox Pharmaceuticals has a code of ethics, but adherence to that is optional.  It’s more important to get results.
 
   Dr. Palmer doesn’t care if she offends the Lennox big shots, not for the Madigans.  It was a Lennox project that had put them into this bizarre situation, so they have a right to know what’s going on.  When the big shots balked to give Jake and Tess access to the lab, she had gone to them and said they could let the Madigans in or else she would go to the media to tell them how over a year ago the company had tried to buy back its own formula from a notorious gangster.
 
   She doesn’t feel bad about that as she ushers them inside.  Jake looks just as frazzled as Tess, both of them in dire need of a vacation.  “When was the last time you got a good night’s sleep?” she asks him.
 
   “Probably during the Carter administration,” Jake says.  “I’ll be fine once the coffee kicks in.”
 
   Dr. Palmer doesn’t say anything to that.  She’s not Jake’s doctor.  If she were, she would tell him that he’s not a young man anymore; if he wants to live to see the girls grow up, he’d better start to take care of himself.
 
   She ushers them through the last security checkpoint.  Dr. Palmer has tried to tighten security since she learned someone had given away Lennox secrets to Dr. Ling.  The company did full background checks on everyone—including her—and doubled the number of cameras in the building.  There’s also a new digital security system on the computers to prevent someone from hacking into the network.  It might be a lot of wasted effort since Ling died, but even with Ling dead, there are still plenty of competitors who would pay a lot of money to find out what goes on in the lab.  
 
   The lab hasn’t changed much since the security upgrades.  There are more cameras, but the equipment is all still the same.  She motions Jake and Tess to stools by a counter in the center of the room.  She made sure someone cleared off the counter before she brought the Madigans up here; no sense to show them things they don’t need to see.
 
   “OK, before I show you our big breakthrough, I want to give you a little background first.  There are certain diseases that can cause the body to age at a more advanced rate.  That’s what we’ve been looking into in order to help the girls.”
 
   “You’re going to give them a disease?” Tess asks.
 
   “In a way.  We’re going to trigger the same reaction the disease does.  The main difference is we’ll be able to stop the reaction, kind of like flicking a light switch.”
 
   “That sounds pretty fantastic,” Jake says.
 
   “I thought you might be skeptical.  That’s why I arranged to have the proof brought in here.”  She goes over to another counter, where there’s an object covered with a towel.  Like a magician, Dr. Palmer pulls the towel away to reveal a white rabbit.
 
   “That’s going to change the girls back?”
 
   Dr. Palmer brings the rabbit’s cage over to the counter and sets it down in front of the Madigans.  For its part, the rabbit shuffles around the cage; its ears and nose twitch.  “As you can see, this is a fully grown, adult rabbit.”
 
   “That’s very nice, dear,” Tess says.  She sounds like Dr. Palmer is one of her girls showing her a pretty picture she colored.
 
   “Now here’s the thing:  this rabbit was born two weeks ago.”
 
   That finally gets their attention.  Their eyes go wide as they look to her and then the rabbit.  “You can’t be serious,” Jake says.  “Is this some kind of trick?”
 
   “I have the pictures right here,” Dr. Palmer says.  She opens an envelope on the counter so they can see the sequence of photos that show first a hairless newborn; it gets larger and furrier with each photograph until it looks exactly like the one in the cage.  “Before you say anything, note the tattoo we put on the bunny’s rump.  That’s so you know we didn’t switch them.”
 
   “That’s amazing,” Tess says.  She leans closer to the cage, to study the rabbit.  “And you think you can do the same for the girls?”
 
   “I hope so.  We still have to run a few more tests.  We’ll try it on primates next.  If the results are good, then we can try it on humans.”
 
   “How long will that take?”
 
   “We’re working on the primate serum now.  It should be two weeks to administer it.  Then if the results are the same as with our friend here, we can try it on one of the girls in a month.”
 
   “One of them?” Jake asks.  “Not both?”
 
   “Even if this does work on animals, it’s always dangerous trying a new drug on a human.  There could be side-effects.”
 
   “They could die?” Tess says.
 
   “It’s a possibility.”
 
   Tess shakes her head.  “How could we ever make that kind of choice?”
 
   “I don’t think there’s much of a choice to make,” Jake says.  “We try it on Stacey first.  She’s the oldest.  She’ll want to protect her little sister.”
 
   Jake gives Dr. Palmer a look.  She nods to him.  The real reason they would try it on Stacey first is that she’s Madison’s father.  As such, she wouldn’t want to put her daughter in harm’s way.  
 
   “I don’t know,” Tess says.  “It seems like we’re playing God.”
 
   “We’re just trying to fix the damage Ling did with his experiments,” Dr. Palmer says.  “We can save them the pain of growing up again.  Isn’t that what you want?”
 
   “I suppose so,” Tess says.  She looks into one of the rabbit’s eyes.  “Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “I’ll keep you posted on what’s happening,” Dr. Palmer says.  “In the meantime, don’t say anything to them.  There’s no point confusing them about who they are until we have to.”
 
   She shakes hands with the Madigans and then shows them out.  Once they’ve gone, Dr. Palmer checks on her test subject again.  She kept from the Madigans that this rabbit was their fifth test subject.  “Don’t you die on me,” she says to the rabbit in the cage.
 
   ***
 
   Today is their last rehearsal at Darren’s house.  Tomorrow they have the dress rehearsal at school.  She listens to Darren explain the intricacies of how to tune a piano; she doesn’t hear the words so much as his passion.  She loves to listen to Darren like this, when he talks to her instead of mumbles like he usually does.  “You know so much about pianos,” she says.
 
   Then his face reddens and the mumbling returns.  “Well, I’ve been playing them pretty much my whole life.”
 
   “You must really love them.”
 
   “I guess.”  He fiddles with the keys.  “Let’s try it again from the top.  You were a little late on the second part.”
 
   “Was not!  You were early.”  But as she always does, she acquiesces to his judgment about music.  She runs through her scales the way Mr. Lewis, her music teacher, taught her to warm up her voice.  Once she’s ready, she signals for Darren to begin.
 
   They’re halfway through when Darren’s uncle comes into the room.  He’s on the phone, saying, “Thank you so much, Mrs. Madigan.  I’m sorry about the short notice.  No, I don’t think it’s too serious.  Thanks.  I’ll pass that along.”
 
   By the time he hangs up, Darren has already stopped; he senses something is wrong.  “I’m sorry, kids, I have to go.  One of my patients is in trouble.”  He fixes them with a serious look.  “Can I trust you guys alone for a little bit?”
 
   “How long?” Darren asks.
 
   “Just until Stacey’s grandma gets here.  An hour maybe.  She’ll look after you until I get back.”
 
   “We can do it,” Stacey says.  She hopes she looks sincere, though inside she wants to scream for joy.  A whole hour alone with Darren!
 
   “Thanks, kids.”  Before he goes, Dr. Macintosh kisses Darren on the top of the head.  “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”  He doesn’t kiss Stacey; he just tousles her hair.  “I’m trusting you to behave.”
 
   “We’ll be good,” she says.
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   Then he’s gone.  Stacey sighs and then leans against the piano.  “So what do you want to do now?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We should probably practice again.”
 
   Stacey shakes her head.  She sits next to him on the bench.  “Dar-ren, we have a whole hour.  Alone.”  She takes his hand and gives it a squeeze.  “Isn’t there anything you want to do?”
 
   “Oh,” he says.  His face lights up with a smile as the realization kicks in.  “I see what you mean.”
 
   They kiss once on the piano bench.  Then she pulls him to his feet.  They go upstairs to Darren’s bedroom.  She’s worried it’ll be gross, with dirty clothes all over.  It’s not.  Everything is nice and neat.  The posters on the wall are of Mozart, Beethoven, and Chopin, not athletes or superheroes like most stupid boys would have.  Even the comforter on his bed has piano keys on it.
 
   “You are such a geek,” she says.
 
   “Sorry,” he says.
 
   She slaps him on the arm.  “Oh my God, I’m kidding!”
 
   “Sorry,” he says again.
 
   They lie down on the bed.  They kiss again, this time a little longer.  Stacey runs her hand through Darren’s hair afterwards and thinks of what to do next.  
 
   “What do we do now?” he asks.
 
   “We should take our shirts off,” she says.
 
   “We should?”
 
   “That’s what they do on TV.”
 
   “OK.”  It’s easy for Darren to take his shirt off since he has on a T-shirt.  His chest is pale and skinny, not like the boys in pictures Jamie has shown her.  Too bad she can’t tell Jamie she got to see a real boy with his shirt off.
 
   She’s still in her school uniform, so she has to unbutton her blouse.  Her fingers begin to tremble about halfway down as Darren stares at her.  “You need help?”
 
   “I can do it,” she snaps.  She doesn’t need help from a boy, even if that boy is Darren.  She finishes unbuttoning the shirt and exposes her naked tummy to him.  She thinks back to her last appointment with Dr. Macintosh.  “Darren, do you think I’m pretty?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Really?  As pretty as the other girls in class?”
 
   “You’re way prettier than them,” he says.  He tries to kiss her again, but she pushes him away.  “What is it?”
 
   “I mean, am I prettier than Lacy Doubletree?” she asks.  Lacy is a girl in their class who already has a contract with a modeling agency.  
 
   “Are you kidding?  You’re much prettier than Lacy.”  
 
   “But she doesn’t have stupid glasses and her hair is blond and her eyes are blue.  I mean, she’s like a total Barbie doll.”
 
   “I don’t want a Barbie doll,” he says.  He brushes hair away from her face.  “I want you.”
 
   “Oh, Darren,” she says and starts to cry.  They kiss again, this time until they both gasp for air.  Afterwards they lie on the bed and hug each other.
 
   That’s how Grandma Tess finds them.  Stacey is roused from sleep when Grandma shouts, “What is the meaning of this?”
 
   Stacey sits up.  She tries to find something to cover up with, but her clothes are on the floor.  She grabs one of Darren’s pillows to put over her chest.  “I’m sorry, Grandma,” she says.  “We were just taking a nap.”
 
   “Where are your clothes?”
 
   “On the floor.”
 
   “Put them on this instant, young lady.”
 
   “Yes, Grandma.”
 
   Stacey rolls off the bed to gather up her shirt, jacket, and shoes.  While Stacey puts these on, Grandma starts to lay into Darren.  “You!  How could you do that to my granddaughter?  I thought you were a nice boy.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Stacey loves Darren more than ever when he says, “It’s all my fault.  I asked Stacey to take off her clothes, like they do on TV.”
 
   He hasn’t bothered to cover himself.  Grandma picks up his shirt and throws it at him.  Stacey cringes at this; she’s never seen Grandma Tess this angry before.  Will she hurt Darren?  “Grandma—”
 
   “Go into the living room to wait for me, young lady.  I’ll deal with you in a few minutes.”
 
   Stacey wants to stay and help Darren, but she doesn’t.  She puts her head down and then hurries into the living room.  She puts on the rest of her clothes and then throws herself on the couch to sob into the cushions.
 
   A few minutes later she feels a hand on her back.  Stacey turns to see Grandma Tess on the edge of the couch; she still looks mad.  “Did you hurt Darren?” Stacey asks.
 
   “Of course not.  We just talked.”  Grandma pats Stacey’s back.  “Come on, dear, sit up.  We need to have a talk too.”
 
   Stacey sits up.  She clutches one of the throw pillows to her chest but wishes it were Darren.  “It’s not his fault,” she says.  “I’m the one who said we should take off our clothes.”
 
   “Why did you do that?”
 
   “That’s what people who love each other do on TV.  They go to the bedroom and kiss and take off their clothes and then they hug.”
 
   “Is that all you and Darren did?”
 
   “Yes,” Stacey says.  She wonders what else there is.
 
   Grandma smiles a little, though Stacey can still see she’s mad.  “That was a very naughty thing to do, Stacey.  You’re much too young for that.”
 
   “Am not.  I’m ten.”
 
   “That’s not the kind of thing you should do until you’re married, like your grandfather and me.”
 
   “But Darren and I are going to get married.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “When we’re big enough.  We’re going to get married and buy a house and we’ll have babies.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  You have it all planned out, don’t you?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Grandma Tess sighs and then shakes her head.  “Oh, sweetheart, that’s a long time away.  I know you and Darren think you’re grown up, but you’re still just children.”
 
   “We are not!”
 
   “Stacey, please, listen to me.  You’re just a little girl.  Much too little to be playing with boys like this.”
 
   “We weren’t playing.  We love each other.”  Stacey starts to cry again.  “You don’t understand anything!  You’re just a mean old lady.”
 
   “Don’t talk to your elders like that, young lady, or I’ll wash your mouth out with soap.”
 
   “Sorry,” Stacey says, though she isn’t.  
 
   “After this project is done, I think it would be best if you and Darren didn’t spend so much time together.”
 
   “But Grandma—”
 
   “No buts,” Grandma says.  “You’re not to do anything like this with a boy again, not until you’re older.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “Eighteen at least, when you’re grown up.”
 
   “That’s not fair!”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but that’s final.”
 
   “No, you can’t do this.  We love each other!”
 
   She begins to sob.  Grandma Tess pulls her close for a hug.  Stacey tries to resist, but she can’t.  She’s too little.  Someday I’ll be big enough, she tells herself.
 
   They sit on the couch for a while, until Dr. Mac returns.  He sees them and right away he frowns.  “What happened?” he asks.
 
   Grandma gives Stacey a little push to get her off the couch.  “Go say goodbye to Darren, sweetheart.  But keep the door open.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Stacey trudges back to Darren’s room, where she finds him on the bed; he scribbles in the notebook.  He’s fully dressed now, knees tucked up beneath his chin.  “Hi,” she says.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   She looks down at the floor.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s my fault too,” he says.
 
   “Grandma says we can’t play together anymore.”
 
   “What about the presentation?”
 
   “There’s still that, but I can’t come over here anymore.”
 
   “Oh.”  He puts down the notebook.  “It’s not fair.”
 
   “I know.  It sucks.”  She sits on the edge of the bed and puts one hand on his foot.  “We can still see each other at recess.”
 
   “Only when Jamie isn’t around, right?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Stacey sighs.  “We can still go to the closet.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  We’ll find a way.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Stacey!  Time to go,” Grandma calls out.
 
   “Coming, Grandma.”  Stacey gets off the bed.  Before she goes, she kisses Darren on the lips, maybe for the last time.  “See you tomorrow.”
 
   “See you.”
 
   And then she has to go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
   The next day at school, Darren isn’t there.  Ms. Lowry says he’s sick.  Stacey knows that’s not true.  He stayed home so he doesn’t have to see her.  Was it his idea or Dr. Macintosh’s?  While she sits alone and the rest of the class works on their projects for tonight’s presentation, Stacey starts to hate them both.
 
   Of course Keshia can’t resist the chance to make Stacey feel even worse.  Keshia whispers loud enough so everyone can hear, “Even the weird kid can’t stand her.”
 
   Stacey puts her head down on her desk for a few minutes, until Ms. Lowry puts a hand on her back.  “Are you feeling sick, Stacey?” Ms. Lowry asks.
 
   “No.”  She wipes at her eyes so no one else will see her cry.  Then she lifts her head enough to ask, “Can I work in the library?”
 
   “All right,” Ms. Lowry says.  “I’ll write you a pass.”
 
   Stacey goes up to the third floor of the library, where she can be alone.  Except she isn’t alone for long until she feels another hand on her back.  She figures it’s Mrs. Brown the librarian to scold her, but it’s Jamie.  “Stacey, what’s wrong?  Did that bitch Keshia do something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jamie pulls up a chair to sit beside Stacey.  “Then what happened?”
 
   “Grandma says I can’t see Darren anymore.”
 
   “Why would she say that?  I know he’s weird—”
 
   “He is not!” Stacey shouts loud enough that the other kids in the library turn to stare at her.  In a lower voice she says, “I love Darren and he loves me.  We kissed a whole bunch of times and then when his uncle had to go, we went back to his room and we kissed and hugged without our shirts on.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Jamie says.  “The Ouija board was right.”
 
   “But Grandma Tess saw us and now she won’t let me see him anymore.  He didn’t come to school today and the presentation is tonight.”  Stacey starts to cry again.  “It’s not fair!”
 
   “How long has this been going on?”
 
   “A month or so.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I thought we were friends.  I’ve told you everything.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  You’re always saying Darren is weird.  But he’s not.  He’s nice.  He wrote a song for me.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   “Yes.”  Stacey clears her throat.  She keeps her voice low so no one else will hear as she sings the song Darren wrote for her.  
 
   Long before Stacey finishes, she and Jamie are both in tears.  “That is so amazing,” Jamie says.  “He wrote that for you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wow.  I’m sorry I said he’s weird.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
 
   They hug and then Jamie pulls out her phone.  As she types, she says, “I can’t wait to tell everyone about this.  Stacey and Darren sitting in a tree—”
 
   “Jamie, don’t!”
 
   Jamie laughs and then grins at her.  “Got you.”  She holds up the screen to show a bunch of random text.  “You are so gullible.”
 
   They laugh and hug again, still best friends forever.
 
   ***
 
   Stacey goes home with Grandma Tess and Maddy after school.  She hopes Darren shows up for the presentation tonight.  If he doesn’t she’ll have to go on alone.  She supposes someone else could play the piano or she could sing without music, but she doesn’t want it to come to that.  They worked so hard on this together, they should finish it together.
 
   Maddy can’t sit still the whole way.  She bounces up and down in her seat and chirps excitedly about the pageant tonight.  “I’m going to be the best one!” she says.
 
   “Good for you,” Stacey grumbles.
 
   “Grandma, Stacey’s being mean.”
 
   “Tattletale.”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “Are too!”
 
   “Quiet down, girls, or neither of you is going anywhere tonight.”
 
   “But Grandma—”
 
   “That’s enough, Madison.”
 
   Maddy crosses her arms and pouts.  She still fidgets in her booster seat and mumbles her lines for the pageant.  Stacey shakes her head.  The stupid baby only has two lines.  She won’t be on stage more than a minute.  Stacey has to do five whole minutes, maybe by herself.
 
   Grandpa is home before they are for once.  He’s back in his study, still at work.  As soon as they’re in the house, Maddy races towards the stairs.  “Don’t get dressed yet, dear,” Grandma says.  “Not until after dinner.”
 
   “But Gramma—”
 
   “Just go practice for a little while, dear.”
 
   “Fine.”  Maddy walks up the stairs and then slams the door.
 
   Stacey throws herself on the couch to watch TV.  Maybe she should practice a little, but she’d rather save her voice for tonight.  If she needs it.
 
   Maddy is still upstairs, Grandpa in his study, and Grandma in the kitchen when the doorbell rings.  Stacey slides off the couch and wonders if maybe it’s Darren to see her.  Maybe it’s Dr. Macintosh to apologize.
 
   It’s neither.  At the door is a woman who’s very pale and so skinny she looks almost like a skeleton.  Her hair is long and brown, but it looks all mussed and tangled like she hasn’t combed it in a while.  Despite all that, the woman’s face brightens with a smile.  “Hi there,” she says.  “Is this the Madigan house?”
 
   “Yes,” Stacey says, unsure what to do.  In school they said not to talk to strangers.  This woman is obviously a stranger, but Stacey can’t just slam the door, can she?  That would be rude.  “I’ll go get Grandpa.”
 
   “OK.  I’ll wait right here.”
 
   Stacey shuts the door softly.  Then she runs to Grandpa’s study.  He says she’s not supposed to go in there without knocking, so she taps on the door.  “Grandpa?  There’s a stranger at the door.”
 
   The door opens a minute later.  “A stranger?  Did he say what his name is?”
 
   “No.”  Stacey’s face turns warm.  “I forgot to ask her.”
 
   “Did she say what she wants?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I see.”  Grandpa pats Stacey’s back.  “You go watch TV.  I’ll take care of this.”
 
   Stacey gallops over to the couch and lies down as if she’s going to watch TV again.  But after Grandpa answers the door, Stacey rolls off the couch.  She creeps towards the door and hides herself with the curtains.
 
   “I’m sorry to show up here like this,” the woman says.
 
   “You could have called the office,” Grandpa says.
 
   “I’ve called the office!  I’ve called and called.  No one will tell me anything.  It’s been five months now.  Do you have any leads at all?”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” Grandpa says.  “We really should talk about this later.  Stop by the precinct tomorrow—”
 
   “I don’t want to wait until tomorrow!” the woman shouts.  Stacey presses herself closer to the wall.  Is this lady crazy?
 
   “I’m sorry, Grace.  I wish there were more I could do.”
 
   “Her mom’s going to have her declared dead soon, did you know that?”  Stacey peeks out from behind the curtain.  She can see the lady’s face, her hollow cheeks wet with tears.  Stacey starts to feel bad for the crazy lady.  She’s not crazy; she’s just sad.
 
   “I hadn’t heard that, no.  I’m sorry,” Grandpa says, though he doesn’t seem sorry.  He looks mad.  Why is Grandpa mad at this poor lady?
 
   “I know she’s not dead.  In my heart, I know.  If Madison were dead, I would feel it—”
 
   Stacey bursts out from the curtains.  “Madison’s not dead!” she shouts.  “She’s upstairs.”
 
   “What’s she talking about?” Grace asks.  “Madison’s here?”
 
   Grandpa turns to Stacey, his face red.  A vein pulses on his forehead, which always means he’s really mad.  “Stacey, go up to your room.  I’ll deal with you later.”
 
   “Stacey?  Wait a minute, who are these girls?”
 
   “I think you’d better go, Grace.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Grandpa says.  He tries to push the woman out of the doorway, but she’s strong, a lot stronger than someone who looks like a skeleton should be.
 
   “I’m not leaving until you tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
   “Grace, please—”
 
   “What’s the meaning of this?” Grandma asks from behind Grandpa.  “Grace?  What are you doing here?”
 
   “I want to see Madison.  Where is she?”  Grace points to Stacey.  “This little girl says Madison is here.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “Tess—”
 
   Grandma takes Grandpa’s arm.  He stops trying to close the door.  “Jacob, please.  Grace has a right to know”
 
   “Grandma?  Grandpa?  What’s going on?” Maddy asks.  She stands beside Stacey.  “Who’s that lady?”
 
   Grace squats down and her eyes narrow.  “Madison?”
 
   Maddy whimpers and then presses against Stacey for protection.  “Grandma, who is this?  What’s going on?”
 
   Grace rushes forward to put her hands on Maddy’s shoulders.  Maddy cries out at this.  Stacey tries to push the lady away, but again she is surprisingly strong.  “Madison, it’s me.  It’s Grace.  Do you remember me?  I love you.”
 
   Maddy starts to sob now and screams at the top of her lungs like they taught in school.  “Go away!  Stranger!  Stranger!”
 
   This deflates Grace.  She pulls her hands back.  Maddy sprints away and buries her head against Grandma’s body while she continues to sob.  Grace turns to Stacey and stares at her.  Stacey flinches as Grace runs a hand through her hair.  “Stacey, do you remember me?  It’s Grace.  We used to work together.  At the clothes store.  Remember?”
 
   “No,” Stacey manages to get out.  She wants to run away, but she’s frozen in place.
 
   “I know it’s you, Stacey.  I can see it in your eyes.  Even with the glasses.”
 
   Grandpa takes Grace by the shoulders, to pull her back.  “I think you should go.”
 
   “No!  I don’t know what’s happened to them, but I know it’s them.  Why didn’t you tell me?  They’re my friends!”
 
   Grandpa sighs.  He looks really tired all of the sudden.  “Let’s go talk in my study.”
 
   “OK,” Grace says.  Before she goes, she pats Stacey’s cheek.  “I’m sorry I scared you.  You look very pretty.”
 
   “Thanks,” Stacey mumbles.
 
   After Grace has gone back to the study with Grandpa, Grandma picks Maddy up.  Maddy clings to her, still crying.  Grandma touches Stacey’s shoulder.  “Let’s go to your room,” she says.
 
   Stacey takes a look towards the study and then nods; she follows Grandma upstairs.
 
   ***
 
   Maddy falls asleep after a couple of minutes.  Stacey crawls into the top bunk and collects her stuffed monkey Pinky.  To her surprise, Grandma crawls into bed with her.  It’s a tight squeeze because Grandma is so big, but she’s able to lie down and face Stacey.
 
   Grandma strokes Stacey’s hair as she asks, “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes.”  Stacey thinks for a moment and then asks, “Grandma, who is that crazy lady?  Why did she say those things?”
 
   “She’s just confused, dear.  That’s all.”
 
   “She said she knew me.  She said we worked together in a clothes shop.”
 
   “As I said, she’s confused.  She thinks you’re someone else.”
 
   “But she said she could see it in my eyes.  Even with my glasses.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry, dear.  She’s not going to bother you anymore.  Grandpa will make sure of that.”
 
   “OK.”  Stacey grips the monkey tighter.  It’s not long before she starts to doze.  She’s barely aware when the bed creaks.  Grandma slides off to leave her to nap.  After all, she has a busy night.
 
   There’s a crack of light that for a moment gets into her eyes.  She hears the crazy lady’s voice again.  “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Madigan.  I didn’t mean to create so much trouble.”
 
   “It’s fine, dear.  Did Jacob explain things to you?”
 
   “Yes.”  There’s a pause and then Grace asks, “They really don’t remember anything?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Oh.”  There’s another pause before Grace asks, “Are they happy like this?”
 
   “Yes, I think so.  They’ve both made new friends.  Madison is the most popular girl in her class.”
 
   Grace laughs at this.  “Everyone likes Maddy, once they get used to her.  What about Stacey?  Has she come out of her shell a little?”
 
   Stacey eagerly awaits this answer.  Grandma embarrasses her when she answers, “A little.  She has a couple of very close friends.  One of them is a boy.”
 
   “She has a boyfriend?”
 
   “After a fashion.  It’s just puppy love, really.”
 
   They both giggle at this.  Stacey wants to protest that her love for Darren isn’t something to laugh at, but she can’t without giving herself away.  Grace says, “I guess it’s just as well she doesn’t remember her upbringing.  Now she can have a normal childhood.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Grace.  I know how much you care for them.  Jacob and I wanted to tell you—”
 
   “I understand.  It’s not an easy situation.”  Grace makes a sound in her throat like she’s about to cry.  “At least now I know they’re all right.  Are you going to tell Maddy’s mom?  She’s all but given up hope of seeing Madison again.”
 
   “I don’t think we can, not right now.  You see how difficult it is.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.”  There’s another pause.  “Can I see Maddy?  I just want to say goodbye.”
 
   “She’s sleeping right now.”
 
   “I won’t wake her.  I’ll be quick.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Stacey squeezes her eyes shut and pretends to sleep.  Grandma must turn the light in the hallway off, because the crack of light goes away.  Stacey listens closely as Grace pads across the room.  Stacey opens one eye to make sure the coast is clear and then slides as close to the rail as she can.
 
   She watches as Grace squats down beside Maddy’s bed.  Maddy is still asleep, Mrs. Hoppy tight against her while she sucks her thumb like a baby.  Grace leans closer and brushes one of Maddy’s pigtails back.  Though it’s dark, Stacey can see tears run down Grace’s cheeks.  “Oh, Madison,” she whispers.  “I’ll never forget you.”
 
   Stacey’s stomach roils as she watches the crazy lady kiss Maddy’s cheek.  Maddy stirs a little and mumbles something that’s unintelligible with her thumb in her mouth.  Then Grace stands up.  Stacey closes her eyes tightly, but she’s too late.
 
   “Hi, Stace,” Grace says.  A few of her friends on Facebook call her “Stace” but she thinks it’s a stupid nickname.
 
   “Hi,” Stacey says.  “Are you going to kiss me too?”
 
   “Do you want me to?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I won’t.”
 
   “Grandma says you’re confused.”
 
   “I guess I am.”  She nods to Stacey’s pink monkey.  “That’s a cute monkey.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I like the glasses too.  They’re very pretty.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll look you up in eight years when you’re a grown-up.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Bye.”  She doesn’t kiss Stacey or even try to touch her hair; she just gives a little wave and then turns away.
 
   Grace is almost to the door when Maddy rolls over.  She pulls the thumb from her mouth to ask, “Grace?”
 
   Grace doesn’t say anything.  She opens the door.  Maddy rolls out of bed and drops her rabbit on the floor.  Grace is halfway through the door when Maddy catches up to her.  She clamps herself around Grace’s left leg.  “Don’t go!”
 
   “Sorry, Maddy, but I have to.”
 
   “No.  I wuv you, Gwace,” Maddy says.  She uses that lisp she breaks out when she wants people to think she’s cute.
 
   Grace bends down to look Maddy in the eye.  “Madison?  Is it really you?”
 
   “Yes.  I remember now.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “We used to be together.  In our own place.  Above your store.”
 
   “That’s right, Madison.”
 
   “And I was going to college.  I want to be a reporter.”  Maddy looks down at the floor.  “I guess that won’t be for a while.”
 
   “I don’t care, Maddy.  I’ll wait as long as it takes for you to grow up.”
 
   “But I’m only five.”
 
   “It’s just thirteen years.  I can wait.”
 
   “Oh Grace, I missed you so much.”
 
   “I missed you too.”  Grace smiles and then pokes Maddy’s tummy.  “At least they’re feeding you pretty well.”
 
   “I’m not fat!” Maddy shouts.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you.”  Despite this, Maddy starts to cry.  “What’s the matter, sweetheart?  What is it?”
 
   “This is never going to work,” Maddy bawls.  She runs back to the bed and throws herself on the mattress to turn her back to Grace.
 
   Grace sits down next to her and puts a hand on Maddy’s back.  “I’m sorry about that.  I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Just hold me,” Maddy says.  “Like you used to.”
 
   “OK,” Grace says.  She slips onto the bed and wraps her arms around Maddy’s body to press her close.  Stacey watches them for a minute and then turns away to stare at the wall until she falls asleep.
 
   ***
 
   Grace stays for dinner.  She carries Maddy downstairs and then they sit next to each other at the table.  Stacey has to sit on the other side by herself.  She glowers at her little sister and the crazy lady, not that they seem to notice.
 
   They have lasagna for dinner.  Grace studies hers for a minute and then starts to pick at it.  She leaves a pile of meat on her napkin.  She glances over at Madison, who’s devouring her slab of lasagna.  “You’re eating meat now?” Grace asks.
 
   “So?  I ate meat the last time I was five.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Grace,” Tess says.  “If I’d known you were coming—”
 
   “No, it’s my fault.  It’s fine.”
 
   Maddy looks over at Grandma.  “Gramma, can Grace watch the pageant tonight?”
 
   “Pageant?”
 
   “My class is having a pageant on all the presidents,” Maddy says.  “I get to be Eleanor Roosevelt.”
 
   “Oh, that’s great.”
 
   Maddy takes the crazy lady’s hand.  “You got to come.  Pwease?”
 
   “They might not have any tickets left,” Grandma says.
 
   “It’s supposed to be for school families anyway,” Stacey says.  “Not strangers.”
 
   Grandpa gives her a dirty look; the vein on his forehead starts to pulse.  “Eat your dinner, young lady.”
 
   Stacey looks down at her plate.  Has everyone else gone crazy?  This stranger sits at their table, complains about Grandma’s delicious lasagna, and acts like she’s Maddy’s mommy.  But she’s not.  She’s not anything, just some stranger.  Yet if Stacey says anything, she’s the one who gets in trouble.  It’s not fair.
 
   Grandma changes the topic.  “Jacob and I visited Dr. Palmer’s lab the other day.  She had some very exciting things to show us.  In a month or so, she might even be able to cure Madison.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up,” Grandpa warns.  “It’s all experimental.  They’ve got to run a lot of tests before they can try it on Madison.”
 
   “Oh,” Maddy says.  She looks down sadly at her plate.
 
   “There’s something else the doctor said before that, when we visited her at the hospital.  She said, Madison, you’re aging much faster than a normal little girl.  You’re almost six years old right now.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “That’s right, dear.  That’s why your clothes are getting so tight.”
 
   “And you eat too many cookies,” Stacey grumbles.
 
   “And Stacey is almost eleven.”  Grandma smiles and then says, “We should have a birthday party for you both.  Then Grace could meet all your friends.”
 
   “I don’t want Grace to meet my friends!” Stacey shouts.  “I want her to go away!”
 
   “That’s enough, young lady,” Grandpa says.  He points towards the ceiling.  “March up to your room right now.  No dessert for you.”
 
   “That’s not fair!”
 
   “I’ll carry you if I have to.”
 
   “I hate you!  I hate all of you!” Stacey screams and then runs upstairs.  She throws herself on her bed to cry.  She waits for Grandma to come in to comfort her, but she doesn’t.  She’s too busy with the crazy lady.  It’s not fair.  They want to take Maddy away from her, to steal her sister away.  After Mommy and Daddy died, Stacey promised herself she’d never let anyone break them up, but now it seems like there’s no way to stop it, especially since Maddy seems to want it; she’s fallen under the crazy lady’s spell.
 
   She’s still sobbing when the light comes on.  It’s not Grandma or Grandpa or the crazy lady, thank goodness.  It’s Maddy.  She climbs up the ladder, into Stacey’s bed the way Grandma did earlier.
 
   “You can’t be up here,” Stacey says.  “You’re too little.”
 
   Maddy ignores this and squeezes in next to Stacey so that they face each other.  “Stacey, why won’t you remember?”
 
   “Remember what?”
 
   “Who you are.  Your name isn’t Stacey Chang.  It’s Stacey Chance.  You’re nineteen years old.  You’re my best friend.”
 
   “You’re making that up.”
 
   “Am not!  And we’re both friends with Grace.  You work in her store.”
 
   “Her clothes store,” Stacey says.  She sticks her tongue out.  “Yuck.”
 
   “Stacey, please.  You got to remember.  We’re not little kids.  We’re grown-ups.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” Stacey says.  She grabs Maddy’s cheek and pinches it until Maddy squeals.  “See, you’re a little kid.”
 
   “That was mean,” Maddy says.  She crawls off the bed.  Stacey thinks she’s going to tattle to Grandma and Grandpa the way she usually does.  Instead, she goes to her drawers and rummages around in the top of her drawers until she finds something.
 
   When she returns, Maddy has a piece of paper in her hand.  She unfolds it so Stacey can see a crude drawing of a woman.  She has red hair, blue eyes, and pale skin, just like the woman Stacey saw in the mirror at Dr. Macintosh’s office.  “See, that’s you.  I made it so we wouldn’t forget, but we did anyway.”
 
   “That’s not me.”
 
   “It is too.”  Maddy smiles at her drawing.  “Your hair isn’t always red.  It used to be brown, like mine.”
 
   She unfolds another sheet of paper.  On it is a woman with long brown hair and blue eyes.  She holds something yellow in her hand.  “See, that’s me.  I’m holding a pencil because I’m going to be a reporter.”
 
   “You can barely read.”
 
   “Shut up!  I’m the smartest girl in my class.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Maddy starts to cry again.  “Why won’t you believe me?  I know you remember.  Somewhere you have to remember all the good times we had.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?  Why are you forgetting about Mommy and Daddy?”  Stacey points towards the door.  “That crazy lady isn’t your friend!  You’re my sister.  We came here after Mommy and Daddy died.  Why don’t you remember that?”
 
   “Because it’s not real.”  Maddy takes the sheets of paper and then folds them up.  “I know what it is:  your real parents were mean to you.  They were so mean you ran away from them.  You don’t want to remember that, so you won’t remember anything else.”
 
   “That’s stupid.”
 
   “Is not!”
 
   “Just leave me alone.”
 
   “Fine,” Maddy says with a huff.  “We gotta get ready for the presentation anyway.  If you’re still going.”
 
   “Yes, but not with her.”
 
   “I love Grace, even more than I love you.  Don’t make me choose.”
 
   Maddy crawls out of bed.  With her nose in the air she stomps out of the room, to leave Stacey alone.  Stacey wipes at her eyes.  As much as Stacey hates the crazy lady and this new Maddy, she wants to see Darren, to apologize again for what happened the last time they saw each other.
 
   She starts to crawl out of bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
   The dress Jamie bought for Stacey is even shorter than she remembers.  The hem of the skirt is above her knees.  It’s tight around her stomach too, so that it feels like someone’s tightened a rubber band around her middle.  I didn’t get that fat in a few weeks, did I? she wonders.  It’s too late for Grandma to let it out at all; she’ll just have to make do.
 
   She takes a few minutes to comb her hair until it’s perfectly smooth.  She fusses with her bangs to make sure they’re straight.  When Grandma comes in to check on her, Stacey touches her hair.  “Can we do something special with it?  I want to look really pretty tonight.”
 
   Grandma takes a handful of hair and studies it for a moment.  Then she opens a drawer on the vanity.  She takes out a silver clip shaped like a butterfly, its wings studded with turquoise.  “This used to belong to my daughter,” she says.  “I think it would look very pretty on you.”
 
   “OK,” Stacey says.  She sits down on the stool and tries not to move while Grandma braids a couple tresses in the back.  Then she puts the silver clip near the top of Stacey’s head to hold down the braid.  “That’s really pretty.  Thank you, Grandma.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear.  Would you like any makeup?”
 
   “You said I’m not old enough for makeup.”
 
   “Tonight’s a special occasion.”  Grandma smiles and holds up one finger.  “It’s just for tonight, understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  Grandma is much better at makeup than Jamie.  She puts just a touch of rouge and eyeshadow on Stacey’s face.  Stacey smiles; she feels older now, like a grown-up.  She can’t wait until Darren sees her like this.
 
   “Are you ready to sing?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Do you think Darren will show up?”
 
   “I hope so.  You’ve both worked very hard on this, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I’m sure he will.”  Grandma takes Stacey’s hand to help her off the stool.  “Your sister and Grandpa are waiting for us in the car.”
 
   ***
 
   Stacey is relieved to see the crazy lady isn’t there.  Though Maddy said she’s a grown-up, she still sits on her booster seat; her big butt hangs over the edges.  She wears a yellow dress that’s even tighter on her belly than Stacey’s dress is.  Her hair is up in a bun that’s supposed to make her look more like an old lady.
 
   “You look nice,” Stacey says, to apologize for earlier.
 
   “Tanks.  You wook nice too.”  Stacey knows Maddy said it in that silly lisp so Stacey will forgive her for earlier.
 
   The lisp works.  “I’m sorry about what I said.”
 
   “I’m sowwy too.”
 
   “You can stop doing that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The wisp.  I know you’re faking it.”
 
   “Sorry,” Maddy says.  She emphasizes the R’s.
 
   “It’s OK.”  They hug briefly, but barely touch so they won’t mess up their dresses or hair.  
 
   They don’t say a lot as Grandpa drives them into the city.  Grandma looks back a few times to check on them.  She doesn’t say anything either.  This gives Stacey time to think about Darren.  She hopes he’ll be there.  If he’s not, then she’ll know he doesn’t really love her.  She remembers what Grandma said about them.  “Grandma, what’s puppy love?” Stacey asks.
 
   “Oh, that?  It’s just a silly old expression grown-ups use to describe children who are madly in love.”
 
   “What’s it got to do with puppies?”
 
   “I don’t know, dear.  I suppose because puppies are children too.”
 
   “So when you said Darren and I had puppy love, you meant because we’re kids?”
 
   “That’s right, dear.”
 
   “You and Grandpa aren’t puppy love?”
 
   Grandpa snickers at this.  “We stopped being puppies a long time ago, kid.”
 
   “So what is it when old people love each other?”
 
   Grandpa looks over at Grandma and smiles.  “That’s true love,” he says.  He takes his eyes off the wheel to kiss Grandma’s lips.  “Gross,” Stacey mutters.
 
   There are a lot of cars at St. Andrew’s.  It’s impossible to see Dr. Macintosh’s SUV among all the other vehicles.  She doesn’t see Mr. Borstein’s car either.  Jamie said he would be here tonight, that he promised he would have to die to not be here.  Stacey hopes it doesn’t come to that.
 
   Grandpa drops them off at the admin building, just like their first day.  Also like their first day Dr. Armey is there, but not with her stupid son.  She smiles down at Stacey and Maddy.  “Hello, Stacey.  Hello, Madison.  Aren’t you both looking cute?”
 
   “Thank you,” they say together.
 
   “The parents are all going into the auditorium,” Dr. Armey says to Grandma.  “Stacey and Madison should report to their homerooms before they go down to the auditorium.”
 
   “I’m sure you children know the way,” Grandma says.  “Stacey, make sure your little sister gets there all right.”
 
   “Yes, Grandma.”  Stacey takes Maddy’s hand.  “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   Some of the older kids serve as guides to lead the parents to the auditorium.  Stacey looks for Jamie, but doesn’t see her until they get to Maddy’s homeroom.  Jamie waits for her there in the blue dress she bought.  She has her hair in a French braid and wears a little more makeup than Stacey.
 
   “There you are.  I figured you’d get here eventually.”  Jamie bends down to pinch Maddy’s cheek.  “You look real cute.”
 
   “Thank you,” Maddy says.
 
   Stacey lets go of Maddy.  Unconcerned if anyone sees her, she gives Maddy a hug.  “Good luck,” she says.
 
   “You too.”  Maddy goes a step farther and kisses Stacey’s cheek.  Then she rushes inside to show off her dress and hair to all her friends.
 
   “You look cute too,” Jamie says.  She tries to pinch Stacey’s cheek, but Stacey bats her hand away.
 
   “Stop that!”
 
   “I’m just kidding.”
 
   They walk down the hall to Stacey’s homeroom.  “Have you seen Darren?” Stacey asks.  “He wasn’t at school today.”
 
   “I haven’t seen him today either.  It’d be just like that freak to leave you hanging.”
 
   “He’s not a freak.  He’s my boyfriend,” Stacey says.
 
   “Fine, you’re both freaks.”  When Stacey frowns, Jamie grins at her.  “Gotcha.”
 
   “Stop it!  I’m serious.  I love him.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m sure he’ll be here.  Or he might have gone to the auditorium already to tune up the piano or something.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Stacey figures the only way to find out is to go inside.  She gives Jamie a hug just like Maddy.  “Good luck to you too.”
 
   “Hey come on, I’m not hardly doing anything.  I just have two sentences about the Berlin Wall falling down.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Jamie leans forward to kiss Stacey’s cheek the way Maddy did.  “I can’t wait to hear your singing.  I’m going to record it on my phone so everyone can hear it.  Maybe even some record producer will hear it and give you a contract.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “It could happen.”
 
   “Unlikely.”
 
   “Well, there’s always a first time.”  They hug again and then Jamie hurries away to get to her homeroom.
 
   Stacey goes into her classroom to find Darren isn’t there.  She tries not to show any reaction to this.  She just goes over to the desk where she usually sits, away from everyone else.  She wishes she had her phone, but she left it at home.  All she can do is stare at the floor and wait.
 
   “Looks like someone got dumped,” Keshia says with a triumphant sneer.
 
   Stacey continues to stare down at the floor.  There’s nothing she can say.  Keshia is right.
 
   ***
 
   Darren isn’t in the auditorium either.  He really is going to ditch her.  The fourth grade is huddled in a corner of the backstage area to wait for their turn.  Stacey sees Jamie with her class.  They exchange waves, but can’t leave the group now.  Maddy is near the front of the backstage area.  She’s like a second teacher as she appraises the appearance of her classmates.  She actually forces one girl to take out her pigtails so Maddy can retie them to look more even.
 
   From backstage, Stacey hears Dr. Armey’s voice say, “Welcome parents, alumni, and future students of St. Andrew’s Academy.  Tonight we are here to celebrate one hundred fifty years of providing the best elementary and intermediate education in the world.”
 
   The headmaster stops to wait for applause.  She continues, “Tonight our elementary classes will perform for you as a tribute to the events and people that have shaped the last hundred fifty years.  We will begin with the kindergartners performing a skit on the founding of St. Andrew’s Academy.”
 
   There’s more applause while Mrs. Cohen literally pushes the kindergartners onto the stage.  Stacey doesn’t watch, but she can hear how stupid it is.  Most of the babies don’t even know their lines.  One starts to cry and runs backstage.  Stacey hopes Maddy doesn’t do that or suck her thumb or any of the other baby things she does.
 
   There’s undeserved applause as the babies finish their skit.  To make room backstage they go directly to sit in a row reserved for them.  Dr. Armey takes the microphone to say, “And now our first graders will present a tribute to the presidents of the United States over the last hundred fifty years.”
 
   Stacey breaks away from her class so she can peek through a gap in the curtain to watch Maddy.  Since they start with Lincoln, Maddy stands off to the side with the others.  Being the bossiest kid in her class, she continues to hiss into the ears of the other kids, probably to remind them of their lines.  
 
   After about ten minutes, it’s time for Maddy to perform.  There’s a boy on stage with her to play Mr. Roosevelt.  He sits in a wheelchair, which is how he was cast for the part.  Maddy delivers her first line on time; she puts her hand to her head and sounds overly dramatic.  “Oh, Franklin, I’m so afraid this terrible Depression will never end.”
 
   “Relax, Eleanor.  We have nothing to fear but fear itself,” the boy says.  He’s robotic, but he gets the lines right.  He’s probably scared of what Maddy will do if he doesn’t.
 
   Another boy holds up a posterboard sign that says in shaky letters, “Twelve years later…”
 
   They couldn’t put the wheelchair boy on a bed, so he leans back in his chair as much as he can.  Maddy kneels down next to him.  She wipes his forehead with a handkerchief.  “Oh, Franklin,” she says again, “don’t leave us.  I need you.  America needs you to end this awful war.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Eleanor, but I can’t.”  The boy is still robotic, even when he touches Maddy’s cheek.  “But be secure in the know-ledge,” he says, tripping over the big word, “that our nation will be in safe hands.”
 
   Maddy pushes the boy back to the side of the stage.  As she does, she looks back.  Stacey gives her a thumbs-up.  Maddy smiles and her cheeks redden with pride.  Then Stacey retreats to prepare for her part of the show.
 
   ***
 
   The second graders do a presentation on inventions of the last hundred fifty years.  Stacey doesn’t pay any attention to them.  She finds a chair to sit on while she worries more and more Darren won’t show up.  She’ll have to go up there alone and stand all by herself on stage with all those eyes staring at her.  She won’t even have Darren’s piano to accompany her.
 
   It’s not fair.  This is Grandma’s fault.  If she hadn’t been so mean, Darren would be here and they could hold hands somewhere as they wait for their turn.  Grandma scared him off, made him afraid to be near Stacey.  That or she turned Darren’s uncle against them to keep Darren out of the presentation.  Does his uncle really want him to fail the project?  This is half of their grade for the semester; an F will make it hard for Darren to even pass the fourth grade.  Is that what the adults want?
 
   Keshia is happy to add to Stacey’s misery.  “Your boyfriend hasn’t shown up yet, has he?”
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend,” Stacey says.  “I don’t even like him.”
 
   “That’s not what I hear.  I hear you two have been kissing all over the place.”
 
   “Have not.”
 
   Keshia puckers her lips.  She kisses at the air.  “Oh, Darren, I love you, I love you.  I want to have your weird little babies.”
 
   “Shut up!” Stacey shouts.  She tries not to cry so she won’t ruin her makeup.
 
   “You two deserve each other.  You’re both losers.”
 
   “We are not!”
 
   “You’re probably going to pee your pants up there and then run away like a stupid little baby.”
 
   “Leave me alone!”
 
   Ms. Lowry hisses at her to be quiet.  “Stacey, what is the meaning of this?”
 
   “Keshia’s being mean to me.”
 
   “Both of you be quiet right now or else I’ll fail you.”
 
   That gets Keshia to shut up.  She retreats back to her friends.  She does give Stacey a victorious smile.  Darren won’t be here and Stacey will do terribly and get a D for the entire project. 
 
   No longer caring about her makeup, she turns her head to the corner and cries.  She probably looks like a baby to the others, but she doesn’t care about that either.  All she cares about is Darren.  Where is he?
 
   ***
 
   The thirdies finish their presentation on sports.  Dr. Armey announces, “Our fourth graders will now present the arts.”
 
   It’s time for them to march onto the stage.  Stacey is last; she trudges behind the others as if she’s on her way to an execution.  She might as well not even bother.
 
   Then she feels someone tap her shoulder.  Keshia is already on stage so it can’t be her.  Her heart leaps with joy to see Darren there.  “Darren!” she squeals.  She throws her arms around his neck.  “You made it!”
 
   “Sorry I was late.  There was an accident or something holding up traffic.”
 
   “Likely story.”  She motions to her cheeks that are all smudged now from her tears.  “Look what you did.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It wasn’t my fault.”
 
   “What about class today?  Why weren’t you there?”
 
   “I was too nervous.”  He pats his stomach.  “I didn’t eat anything all day so I won’t throw up later.”
 
   “Gross!”
 
   Ms. Lowry appears, her arms crossed and face red.  “What are you two doing?  Get on stage immediately.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Stacey says.  She takes Darren’s hand to lead him onto the stage.
 
   They stand off to the side with the others to wait for their turn.  She doesn’t pay attention to the others; she whispers into Darren’s ear, “I missed you so much.  I thought you didn’t like me anymore.”
 
   “I could never stop liking you.”
 
   “Even if I were mean like Keshia?”
 
   “You could never be as mean as her.”
 
   She giggles a little and covers her mouth with her hand so they won’t get yelled at.  “Probably not.  Unless you do something like that again.”
 
   Keshia’s presentation on the 1910s and ‘20s is right before theirs.  Lacy Doubletree is her partner.  They’re both dressed in period costumes.  Keshia sets up a CD player to go with her presentation.  It starts to play some kind of marching band music.  Keshia just about pushes Lacy forward to begin.  “This music was very popular with people a hundred years ago,” Lacy says flatly.  
 
   Keshia takes over a couple minutes later.  Her presentation is on jazz music.  “My great-grandpa was a jazz musician in the Roaring Twenties.  He played with people like Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington.  This is him playing the trumpet,” Keshia says.  She stops so everyone can hear the music.  “He was one of the greatest musicians of the era.  Isn’t that right, Great-Grandpappy?”
 
   A spotlight comes on.  Stacey sees an old black man stand up at the back of the auditorium.  His face is so wrinkled he looks like a raisin.  He must be a hundred years old.  That doesn’t stop him from lifting a trumpet.  The notes are a little unsteady, but the audience roars with applause as he plays.  Keshia turns to Stacey and grins triumphantly.
 
   “That’s not fair,” Stacey growls.  “He’s doing most of the work.”
 
   “I can’t believe that’s her great-grandfather,” Darren says.
 
   “It’s probably not.  It’s probably just some old man she paid.”
 
   “Don’t worry, your singing will make everyone forget about this.”
 
   “And your piano playing.”
 
   The old man finishes and then takes his bows.  The audience still applauds long after he sits down.  Keshia applauds too.  Everyone but Stacey does.  That big rat, Stacey thinks.  She hopes Darren is right, though right now she doubts it.
 
   ***
 
   It takes three janitors to wheel the piano into place.  It’s a grand piano like Darren has.  In fact, it’s exactly like Darren’s piano.  “Did you bring your piano?”
 
   “Why do you think it took so long?”
 
   She has to resist the urge to kiss him right there in front of everyone.  “Here we go,” she says.  A smatter of applause welcomes them to the stage.  As they practiced, Stacey takes the microphone.  Darren noodles around on the piano to get his fingers ready to play.
 
   Stacey puts the microphone to her lips.  She sees hundreds of faces out there, none of them familiar.  She wishes she could see Grandma, Grandpa, and Maddy right now so she wouldn’t feel so alone.  Out of the corner of her eye she sees Keshia with an evil grin.
 
   “Hi,” Stacey whispers into the microphone.  She takes a deep breath and tries to focus on the script they wrote.  “During the Depression and World War II, America’s spirits were very low at times.  Music helped them through these troubled times.  There was still jazz, but new forms took root as well.  Perhaps one of the best-known artists of this era was named Cole Porter.  My grandpa says he wrote some of the greatest love songs ever.”  Stacey pauses to wait for the audience’s laughter to die down.  Darren wrote that joke; he said it would sound cute when she said it.
 
   Once the laughter has faded, she continues, “We’d like to take a few minutes to introduce you to this wonderful music that lifted so many spirits.”
 
   That’s Darren’s cue.  He’s right on time.  The problem is with her.  Her stomach begins to churn so violently she can feel the lasagna from dinner in her throat.  She’s going to choke—literally if not figuratively.  
 
   Darren’s such a pro that he doesn’t miss a beat; he circles around to pick her up just like they did in practice when she missed something.  She’s so lucky to have him for a partner.  He’s so sweet and considerate.  Too bad she’s such a mess.
 
   She turns to him.  He nods slightly to her, not enough anyone should notice.  He mouths, “You can do it.”
 
   She takes another deep breath.  Then she starts to sing.  The audience melts away.  So do Keshia and the rest of her classmates.  It’s just her and Darren on the stage.  It’s just her and Darren in the whole world right then, his piano and her voice in perfect harmony.  The beautiful words of Mr. Porter about love become her words to Darren about their love, a love that will last forever.
 
   At the end of the medley she sits on the bench, as if she really is singing to just him.  She puts one hand on his head to ruffle his hair.  During a pause she kisses him on the cheek and then leaps to her feet.  With triumph she sings, “Anything goes!”
 
   A wave of applause washes over her.  She blinks her eyes a few times as she remembers there’s a whole audience there.  The microphone slips from her sweaty fingers; she doesn’t bother to pick it up.
 
   Darren comes up next to her and takes her hand.  They take a few bows for the audience, which only drives the audience to applaud louder.  Stacey can hear a few people shout for an encore.  But there won’t be an encore; she’s much too exhausted for that.  She clings to Darren for support as she stumbles backstage.
 
   Jamie is there to help her over to a chair.  “Oh. My. God!” Jamie shrieks.  “You totally kicked ass.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You did too,” she says to Darren.  “That was fucking amazing!”
 
   Jamie’s teacher clears her throat.  “Well it was!” she shoots back.  She takes her phone out of her pocket.  “I got it all right here.  Just a few seconds and it’ll be on YouTube so everyone can see it.”
 
   “Everyone?” Stacey asks.  Her voice cracks as she remembers kissing his cheek.  Billions of people will be able to see that now.
 
   Jamie puts a hand on her shoulder.  “You’ll be a superstar by tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Great.”  Stacey runs her hand through her sweaty hair.  “I think I need a nap.”
 
   ***
 
   They stay backstage through the rest of the presentation.  Jamie does an OK job with her lines, but she doesn’t get any applause for it, except from Stacey.  Her reading on the Berlin Wall won’t go up on YouTube either.  Lucky her.
 
   Before she goes out for her final remarks, Dr. Armey says, “I think everyone would appreciate it if you two went out for an encore.”
 
   “Do we have to?” Stacey asks.
 
   “I’ll make sure Ms. Lowry gives you extra credit,” she says.
 
   Stacey looks to Darren.  “What do we do?”
 
   “It’s up to you.”
 
   Stacey smiles at him.  “I know a song we can do.”
 
   His face pales.  “Not that one.”
 
   “Why not?  I know the words.  You know the music.  It’s perfect.”
 
   Darren stares at her for a moment and then nods.  “OK.”
 
   Dr. Armey goes out to deliver her final remarks.  “We would like to thank all of you for helping to make this possible.  St. Andrew’s couldn’t exist without all of the students, faculty, parents, and alumni throughout the last hundred and fifty years.  We hope to continue molding tomorrow’s young leaders for another hundred fifty years and beyond.”
 
   While the headmaster speaks, Stacey and Darren scamper across the stage to hide behind the piano.  She can feel the nervousness in her stomach again.  They don’t have to do this, but they could both use the extra credit, not to mention Dr. Armey’s gratitude.
 
   “And now as a special treat, I’d like to reintroduce a couple of St. Andrew’s students with very bright futures.  Our little songbird Stacey Chang and accompanying her on the piano, Darren Macintosh.”
 
   Darren takes his place at the piano while Stacey goes over to Dr. Armey and accepts the microphone like a baton in a relay race.  Stacey clears her throat; she hopes she can go through with this.  “Hi again,” she whispers into the microphone.  “We’d like to share another song with you, a song written by a very good friend of mine.”
 
   Darren finishes his warmup.  With a flourish he starts into a sunny, up-tempo beat.  She doesn’t miss a note this time; she wants to make Darren’s song perfect.  “Stacey, you brighten my days,” she begins.  She blushes to sing her own name.  “Like a summer sun’s warm rays—”
 
   The rest of the audience disappears again as she focuses on Darren.  He focuses on his keyboard; his cheeks burn red and not from the effort.  This is the first time any of his music has been played in public.  She just hopes he doesn’t trip over any notes.
 
   Of course he doesn’t.  His fingers are too well-trained for that.  She doesn’t miss any notes either.  Again she sits down on the piano bench, only this time because she’s so tired.  Though she still sings into the microphone, she feels as if she’s whispering the words into Darren’s ear.  “I hope you’ll stay,” she sings.  She holds out the last word as long as she can.  When she can’t anymore, she tosses the microphone aside to kiss Darren on the mouth.  She doesn’t care if everyone can see her, not anymore.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
   Darren’s uncle is the first of their relatives to congratulate them.  He crushes Darren in a hug.  “Your mother would be so proud,” he says and then tousles his nephew’s hair.
 
   “Thanks, Uncle Bob.”
 
   Dr. Mac keeps an arm around Darren’s shoulder as he turns to Stacey.  “And you were amazing.  I don’t think there’s any question about what you’ll be when you grow up.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Stacey looks down at her feet.  “I couldn’t have done it without Darren.”
 
   “Of course not.  You’re a team.  Like Simon & Garfunkel or Sonny & Cher.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Never mind.  The important thing is that you two were brilliant.”
 
   “Does that mean I can still come over to play with Darren?”
 
   “You’ll have to discuss that with your grandmother.”
 
   “OK,” she says.  She gives Darren a hug.  “I’ll call you later.”
 
   “OK,” he says, back to the regular, shy Darren.  “See you at school on Monday.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   She finds her family in the lobby.  Everyone else has gone now, back to their cars or to wander around the rest of the campus.  Maddy runs to her and almost bowls her over.  Maddy’s arms clamp around Stacey’s chest.  “You were great!” Maddy shouts.  “I knew you could do it.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Grandma pats her on the back.  With far more restraint she says, “You were very good, dear.  Just lovely.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandma.”
 
   Grandpa is next.  He gives her a rough hug.  “I’m so proud of you, kid.”
 
   Then she sees the crazy lady over by a wall.  Worse yet, the crazy lady is talking to Jamie.  Jamie shows Grace something on her phone, probably her video of Stacey singing.  “What’s she doing here?” Stacey asks.
 
   “Grace came to see me,” Maddy says.  “And you too.  She’s our friend.”
 
   “She’s not my friend.”  Stacey pulls away from her family to stomp over to Grace and Jamie. 
 
   Jamie turns to her and says, “Why didn’t you tell me your cousin was so cool?  We were just playing Angry Birds and—”
 
   “She’s not my cousin.”
 
   “She’s not?  But she said—”
 
   “She’s just some freak who thinks she knows us,” Stacey says.  She takes Jamie’s hand to pull her away.  To Grace she shouts, “Stay away from my family!”
 
   “Stacey, please—”
 
   “Shut up!  I don’t ever want to see you again.  You’re nothing but a mean old liar!”
 
   They leave Grace there to cry.  Jamie shakes her hand out of Stacey’s.  “What the hell?  That was way harsh.”
 
   “I don’t care.  She’s trying to ruin everything.”
 
   “OK.  Calm down.  Don’t freak out on me.”
 
   “I’m not freaking out!”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Jamie says in a tone that clearly indicates otherwise.
 
   Stacey turns away from her and heads over to her grandparents.  “Can we go home now?”
 
   “Not until you apologize,” Grandma says.
 
   “No!  I’m not ever going to apologize.  I hate her!”
 
   “Stacey Lynn Chang, I have had enough of that.  You march over to her and apologize right now or you’ll be grounded for a month.”
 
   “I don’t care!  Ground me forever if you want.”
 
   Maddy has a far different punishment in mind.  She bowls into Stacey again; this time she knocks her over.  They wrestle around on the floor; Maddy tries to hit her, but doesn’t succeed much.  “Get off me!” Stacey shouts.
 
   “No!  Not until you apologize to Grace.”
 
   “Never!”
 
   They wrestle around for another minute or so, until Grandma and Grandpa separate them.  Grandpa takes Stacey and clamps down on her wrist hard enough to make her wince.  “That’s it young lady.  I’ve had enough of your attitude.  You’re going to apologize or I’m going to paddle your little ass until it’s red.”
 
   Stacey tries to shake out of Grandpa’s grip, but he’s too strong.  He drags her over to where Grace is still crying, her face even paler than before.  Grandpa shoves Stacey forward.  “Go on, young lady.  Say it.”
 
   Stacey looks down at the floor.  “I’m sorry,” she whispers.
 
   “Say it like you mean it,” Grandpa snarls.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been so mean, Grace,” Stacey says.  “I don’t hate you.”
 
   “That’s better,” Jake says.
 
   “Thank you,” Grace says.  “That’s very grown up of you.”
 
   Stacey turns to her grandfather.  “Can we go home now?”
 
   “In a few minutes.  Why don’t you say goodbye to your friend?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   She trudges over to Jamie, who isn’t crying, but looks almost as pale as Grace.  “I’m sorry about that,” Stacey says.  “You must think I’m a total freak now.”
 
   “Kinda.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Hey, whatever.  It’s fine.”  Though Jamie’s voice sounds so hollow that Stacey knows it’s not fine.
 
   Stacey reaches for her necklace.  “You should take this back.  I don’t deserve it.”
 
   “Come on, Stacey, don’t be like that.  You’re still my best friend.”
 
   “You mean it?”
 
   “Of course.”  Jamie sounds more sincere this time.  They hug for a few moments.  Then Jamie pats her on the back.  “I got to go before Caleb drives Daddy crazy with his whining.  I’ll text you later, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   There’s one last person to apologize to.  Stacey goes over to Maddy, who clings to Grandma.  “I’m sorry, Madison.  I’m sorry I was so mean.”
 
   Maddy sniffles, but says nothing for a minute.  She finally peels herself off Grandma’s leg.  “I forgive you,” she says.  “But you have to accept that Grace is my friend.  My bestest friend in the whole world.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “You’re still my big sister, though.”
 
   “Thanks.”  They hug and then everything seems back to normal.  
 
   At least until Grandpa comes back, his phone against his ear.  “We’ll be there in about an hour,” he says.  He hangs up the phone and then looks down at Stacey and Maddy.  “Dr. Palmer wants to see you girls at her lab right away.  She says she has some really good news for you.”
 
   “Good news about what?” Stacey asks.
 
   “About making you big again,” Grandpa says.
 
   “She’s going to make us big again?” Maddy says.  She starts to jump up and down.  “Oh boy!”  Then she races across the lobby to Grace.  “Grace, did you hear?  The doctor’s going to make me a big girl again!”
 
   “Now don’t get your hopes up,” Grandma cautions.  “What exactly did she say?”
 
   While her grandparents talk and while Maddy continues to celebrate, Stacey shivers as if a blizzard has suddenly blown in.  What if Dr. Palmer really can make her a grown-up?  What would happen with her and Darren?  She looks over at Maddy and Grace for the answer.  Except she would be the grown-up and Darren the kid.  They couldn’t be together anymore or else people would think it was creepy, like one of those bad people they warned her about at school.  She couldn’t kiss him or hug him or hold his hand again—
 
   Stacey makes it through the doors before anyone can stop her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39
 
   There are still people out front by the admin building to make small talk like adults do.  Stacey sees one of those people is Mr. Borstein.  Maybe he wants to get more clients for his business.  At the moment she doesn’t care because it provides the perfect chance to escape.
 
   She finds Jamie and Caleb in the backseat of Mr. Borstein’s car.  Jamie screams when Stacey thuds against the side of the car.  Out of breath from running so far, Stacey can only stand there and pant while Jamie rolls down the window.
 
   “Stacey, what the hell?  You scared the crap out of me.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “What’s going on?  Why were you running?”
 
   Stacey isn’t good at lying.  Her grandparents, teachers, and the reverend all say lying is wrong.  In this case, she feels it’s necessary.  Jamie will never believe her crazy story; not even Stacey really believes it.
 
   “My grandparents are going to get rid of me,” she says.  “They’re going to send me and Maddy to a foster home.  Back in California.”
 
   “What?  No way!  Your grandparents wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “They can’t afford us,” Stacey says.  Now that she’s begun, it’s easier to lie.  “This new family is richer.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Jamie says.  “When?”
 
   “A couple of days.”  It doesn’t take much effort for Stacey to cry.  “I’m not going to go.”
 
   “Then what are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to run away.  Me and Darren.  We can find somewhere to hide in the city.”  Stacey leans closer to the window.  “They’re going to be looking for me here any minute.  You got to get me out of here.  Please.”
 
   “Of course I will.  But you can’t ride in the car.  Daddy will see you.”  Jamie looks around.  Then she leans over the seat, to open the glove box.  She punches a button along the side.  “Climb in the trunk.”
 
   “The trunk?  I’ll suffocate.”
 
   “Only if we leave you in there for a couple of days,” Jamie says.  “It’ll just be until we get home.  Then I’ll let you out.  I promise.”
 
   “OK,” Stacey says.  She doesn’t see much of an alternative.  She lifts the trunk.  It’s not very big, but big enough for her to squeeze inside.  Jamie gets out to close the lid for her.
 
   She looks down at Stacey for a moment and then says, “I’ll ask Daddy to get us out of here right away.  Once we’re home and everyone’s upstairs, I’ll sneak down to let you out.  Try not to panic or anything until then.  Just relax.”  Jamie hands her phone to Stacey.  “Here, you can use this.  Just don’t post nasty messages on other people’s walls with my account.”
 
   “I won’t.  Thanks.”
 
   “Anything for my best friend.”  Then Jamie slams the lid down and Stacey is alone.  The only light comes from the screen of Jamie’s phone.  Stacey takes a deep breath and tries not to think about how small the trunk is or wonder how long she can breathe in here before she suffocates.
 
   She isn’t sure how long it is before the car starts to move.  At least Mr. Borstein hasn’t opened the trunk to turn her over to Grandma and Grandpa.  As she listens to the purr of the engine, Stacey tries to piece things together.  Why would they want to make her a grown-up?  There is a part of her that would like to be grown up, so she can do whatever she wants, but not without Darren.  She doesn’t want to wait eight years or longer for him to grow up too.
 
   The hum of the engine and the darkness, combined with her exhaustion from the busy night, lull her to sleep.  She wakes up with a startled cry as the trunk lid pops open.  She braces herself for Mr. Borstein to ask what she’s doing in there, but it’s not him.  It’s just Jamie.  
 
   “You all right in there?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  Stacey smiles.  “I took a little nap.”
 
   Jamie holds up a duffel bag.  “I brought you some clothes and shoes and food.  There’s some money in there too from my piggy bank to help get you started.”
 
   “Jamie, no, I can’t take your money.”
 
   “You have to, Stacey.  I don’t want you eating out of dumpsters and stuff.”
 
   Stacey has to admit Jamie has a point.  She and Darren will need some money for food and maybe for somewhere to stay.  “I’ll pay you back.  I promise.”
 
   “Forget about it.”  Jamie sticks out her hand to help Stacey out of the trunk.  Once Stacey is out of the car, Jamie hugs her.  “You just let me come visit once you find somewhere, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  Jamie’s done so much already that Stacey hates to ask, “How am I going to get to Darren’s house?”
 
   “I already called a cab.  It’ll be here in a few minutes.”
 
   “Are you going to get in trouble?”
 
   “Me?  Nah.”  Jamie reaches into the trunk for her phone.  “Daddy thinks I came down here to find my phone.  He won’t miss any of the other stuff.”
 
   “That’s good.”  Stacey looks down at her feet and feels suddenly shy around her best friend as it comes time to say goodbye.  “I can’t thank you enough.  You’re the bestest friend anyone could have.”
 
   They hug again.  Jamie sniffles and then says, “Damn it, now you’ve got me crying.  Why do you do that?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You let me know you’re safe as soon as you can, all right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   They walk up from the garage, out to the front of the building.  The taxi pulls up a couple of minutes later.  Jamie hands the driver a wad of bills.  Then she leans in Stacey’s window.  “See you later.”
 
   “Later,” Stacey says.  She wishes she could say more, but there’s no time.
 
   She turns to look back at Jamie on the curb; her best friend waves to her.  She waves back.  Then the cab turns a corner and Jamie is gone.
 
   ***
 
   The taxi drops her off a couple houses away from Darren’s uncle’s house.  Jamie thought of everything.  She’s way smarter about this stuff than Stacey.  “Thank you,” she says to the driver and then climbs out.
 
   Stacey figures by now her grandparents have probably called Dr. Macintosh to ask if she’s turned up there.  They probably called Jamie’s dad too.  She hopes Jamie doesn’t get in trouble for helping her.  No, Jamie is too smart to get caught, not unless Stacey gets caught and confesses.
 
   Dr. Macintosh doesn’t have much of a yard.  The side yard is more of an alley, where the doctor keeps his trash cans and a grill.  She slips past these, into the tiny backyard.  She looks up, and tries to remember the layout of the house.  Which window is Darren’s?  If he’s even in his bedroom.  But if he doesn’t have his piano, where else will he be?
 
   She figures it must be the second window.  It’s dark, but he’s probably asleep.  Now she just needs a rock.  She squats down on the ground and feels around until she finds a stone big enough to make some noise, but small enough not to break the window.  She cocks her arm and then throws the rock.  
 
   She misses by at least ten feet to the right.  She can’t see where the rock lands, so she has to find another.  She makes sure to get a handful of them in case she misses again.
 
   It takes her four tries before she hits what she hopes is Darren’s window.  Nothing happens for a minute.  She tries again; she just needs two tries to hit the window.  After about thirty seconds, the light comes on.  The curtains part to reveal she was right about it being Darren’s window.  
 
   She was right about him being asleep too; he’s dressed in his pajamas.  She waves to him and motions for him to open the window.  He does so and then asks, “Stacey?”
 
   “Darren, you gotta let me in.  It’s important.”
 
   “Can’t you just go to the front door?”
 
   “No!  I’m running away from home.  You can’t let your uncle know.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Darren, just let me in.  I’ll explain everything.”
 
   “Well, all right,” he says after a minute of deliberation.
 
   “But don’t let your uncle know.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   She waits for a couple of minutes in the backyard, between some lawn chairs so no one will see her.  As she waits, she begins to shiver.  It’s gotten cold, especially in this dress.  She unzips the bag Jamie gave to her.  There’s a pink hooded sweatshirt inside; Stacey puts it on over her dress, which warms her a little.  She really needs to put on some pants.  Where is Darren?
 
   The back door opens.  Darren sticks his head out.  “Stacey?” he calls out much too loud.  She hisses at him to be quiet.  “Sorry.”
 
   “You didn’t tell your uncle, did you?”
 
   “No, he’s on the phone.”
 
   Probably with her grandparents.  She scurries over to the door.  “Let’s go up to your room.”
 
   “My room?  But—”
 
   “I’ll explain up there.  OK?”
 
   He thinks about it for a few moments.  “OK.”
 
   They hold hands as he sneaks her upstairs.  They can hear Dr. Macintosh in the living room on the phone.  “I’m sure she didn’t get too far,” he says.  “She’s just a little girl.”
 
   This makes her feel a swell of pride.  This little girl got a lot farther than Dr. Mac thinks, right into his house.  Too bad she can’t walk into the living room to gloat about it.  Instead she follows Darren up to his room.
 
   Once the door is closed, Stacey kisses him on the lips.  Then they sit down on the bed, but keep their clothes on this time.  “Stacey, what’s going on?  Why are you sneaking around?”
 
   “I told you, I’m running away from home.”
 
   “Why?”  She gives him the same story she gave Jamie earlier.  He believes it just like she did.  “That’s terrible.  How soon are you going?”
 
   “I’m not going to go.  That’s why I’m running away.”
 
   “Where are you going to go?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.”  She reaches into the duffel bag.  “Jamie gave me some money and stuff.  We can find somewhere for a couple of days while we figure things out.”
 
   Darren stares at her blankly.  “We?”
 
   “You and me.  We have to go together.”
 
   “I can’t run away from home.  Uncle Bob will worry about me.”
 
   “You can let him know you’re safe after we find somewhere.”
 
   “But my mom is going to come home in a few weeks.”
 
   “Darren, I love you.  Don’t you love me too?”
 
   “Well sure, but I can’t just run away from home.”
 
   Stacey hangs her head.  She starts to cry.  When Darren tries to put an arm around her, she shakes him away.  “Stop it!  You don’t love me.  You don’t care about me at all.”
 
   “That’s not true.  You know how much I care about you.  I wrote a song for you.”
 
   “So what?  If you really love me then you’ll go away with me so we can be together forever.”
 
   “But Stacey, we’re too little to run away.”
 
   “No we aren’t.  I got this far already, didn’t I?”
 
   “I guess—”
 
   She takes Darren’s hand again.  She looks into his eyes to make one final pitch.  “Darren, I love you and you love me.  That’s all that matters.  We can figure out the rest later.  Come with me.  Please?”
 
   Darren looks away from her, down at the floor.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.  I can’t go, not right now.  Maybe in a few months, after school is out—”
 
   She rolls onto the bed and begins to sob.  Darren tries to pat her back, to comfort her.  She ignores him.  “Stacey, don’t cry.  It won’t be so bad.  We can write—”
 
   She rolls over to face him again.  She slaps him across the face.  “Shut up!” she screams.  She pushes him backwards, off the bed.  “Don’t you understand how much I love you?  I’m giving up everything for you.  My whole life, just for you.  And you won’t even come with me because you’re too scared.”
 
   She runs to the door, but doesn’t get far.  Dr. Macintosh is in the doorway.  She tries to dart past him, but he’s too quick; he seizes her by the shoulders.  He lifts her into the air.  She screams and kicks at him, but it doesn’t do any good.  
 
   “I think it’s time we have a talk,” Dr. Macintosh says.  “Darren, stay here.  I’ll deal with you after Stacey goes home.”  Of course that coward Darren doesn’t come to her aid.  He just stares as Dr. Macintosh carries her away.
 
   ***
 
   He carries her down to the living room.  “Lemme go!  Lemme go!” she screams while she continues to thrash in his grasp.  “I wanna go!”
 
   “Not until we’ve talked about this,” he says.  He drops her onto an armchair.  Before she can spring to her feet, he pushes her back against the cushions.  “Stacey, stop it.  I can give you something to put you to sleep if I have to, but I hope we can discuss this like grown-ups.”
 
   “I don’t wanna discuss anything.  I wanna go.”
 
   He sits on the ottoman for the armchair so he can keep her there.  All she can do is curl up into a ball on the chair.  “Your grandmother called me.  She’s very worried about you.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I know that’s not true.  I know you love your grandmother.”
 
   “Do not.  I hate them.  They want me to go away.”
 
   “Do they?”
 
   “They want me to grow up so they don’t have to take care of me.  They don’t want me and Maddy around anymore.”
 
   “If that were true, she wouldn’t have called me, would she?  She wouldn’t be at home, crying because you ran away.”
 
   “It’s her fault.  They made me do it.”
 
   “They only want what’s best for you.”
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “You think remaining a little girl is the best thing for you?”
 
   “I am a little girl.”
 
   “We both know that’s not true.”
 
   “It is so true!”  Stacey presses her head against the cushions.  “Why do people keep saying that I’m not me?”
 
   “Because it’s true.  Stacey Chang isn’t real.  You created her when you became little.”
 
   “Did not.  Mommy and Daddy named me.”
 
   “I see.  Describe Mommy and Daddy for me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tell me what Mommy and Daddy were like.”
 
   “Daddy was a soldier.  He was big and strong and very brave.  Mommy was very nice.  She took care of us.”
 
   “I see.  What were their names?”
 
   “Mommy and Daddy.”
 
   “No, I mean what were their real names?”
 
   “Qiang and Steve,” Stacey says.  
 
   “Those are very nice names.  How old were they?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Old.”
 
   “And how did they die?”
 
   Stacey hides her face from Dr. Macintosh and shakes her head.  She doesn’t want to talk about their deaths.  She doesn’t want to relive those terrible days.  She whimpers when Dr. Macintosh puts a hand on her back.  “Stacey, answer the question.  How did they die?”
 
   “I won’t talk about it.”
 
   “You won’t talk about it because they aren’t real.  They weren’t really your parents and you aren’t really Stacey Chang.  It’s all an elaborate game of make-believe.”
 
   “Is not,” she mumbles.
 
   “So answer the question.  Prove me wrong.”
 
   She looks up at him; tears stream down her cheeks.  “Daddy died in Afghanistan.  Some mean people killed him.”
 
   “What about Mommy?”
 
   “She died in a fire.  She got me and Maddy out, but she couldn’t get out in time.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “You believe me now?”
 
   “I believe Steve and Qiang did exist, just not as your parents.  Qiang was the woman who cared for you and Maddy when Dr. Ling took you captive.  Do you remember him?”
 
   “No,” Stacey says, but she shudders at the name.
 
   “You’re lying.  You remember him.  He was a very bad man.  He did awful things to you and Madison.  He injected you with a drug that turned you into little girls.”
 
   “Nuh-uh.”
 
   “He was going to take you both away to China to continue his research, so Qiang helped you escape.  She did die in a fire, a fire she set to cover your escape.”
 
   “No she didn’t.  You’re lying.”
 
   “Am I?  I’m sure your grandfather could get a copy of the police report on an explosion at an old elementary school.  A lot of people died there, including Qiang.”
 
   “Did not.”
 
   “Your ‘father’ wasn’t a soldier.  He was a policeman named Steve Fischer.  Some bad people did kill him, a gangster named Artie Luther.  He put a bullet in Steve’s head.  He didn’t really die, though, did he?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “The gangster injected Steve with something, the same thing Dr. Ling used on you.  So instead of dying, Steve became a young woman.  A young woman named Stacey Chance.”
 
   Stacey shakes her head.  “You’re lying!  You’re lying!”
 
   “I wish I were.  Would you like to see proof that I’m not?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?  Are you afraid of the truth?”
 
   “I don’t care.  I wanna go.”
 
   “Where are you going to go, Stacey?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I see.  How long do you think you’ll last out there?  You’re just a child.”
 
   “I can find a way.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be better to go home to your grandparents?  They only want to help you.”
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “Don’t you want to be a grown-up?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just don’t.”
 
   “I see.”  Dr. Macintosh doesn’t have a notepad, but he taps his knee as if he has a notepad there.  “Why did you come here, Stacey?”
 
   “To say goodbye to Darren.”
 
   “Darren is important to you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You care about him a lot?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You love him?”
 
   She shakes her head and then looks down at the floor.  “No.”
 
   “I think you do, Stacey.  I saw you onstage tonight.  You kissed Darren twice.  Why did you do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I know Darren cares a lot about you too.  After you left my house the last time, he was very distraught about it.  He loves you, Stacey.  Did you know that?”
 
   “He doesn’t.  Not really.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “He won’t come with me.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Wherever.  He’s chicken.”
 
   “I see.  You came here to ask Darren to run away with you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he wouldn’t go?”
 
   “No.  He’s scared.”
 
   “Why do you think he’s scared?”
 
   “Because he’s stupid.”
 
   “That’s not a big girl answer, is it?”
 
   “I don’t care.  He’s a stupid boy and I hate him.”
 
   “Now I know that’s not true.”
 
   “Is too.”
 
   “If you hated him, you wouldn’t have come here, would you?”  When she doesn’t say anything, Dr. Macintosh says, “Do you remember our last session?  When I had you look in the mirror?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You saw another face, a woman’s face, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A woman with red hair and blue eyes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You still don’t know who that is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Her name was Stacey too.  She was a patient of mine.  A very special patient.  She was a very good singer too, just like you.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Then one night she was singing and she ran away.  She disappeared.  No one’s seen her since then.  Not until you saw her in the mirror.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “That woman is you, Stacey.  You can keep trying to fight it, but we know it’s true.  The question is:  why don’t you want it to be true?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You can tell me, Stacey.  I’m not here to judge you, remember?  You’re safe here.  Why don’t you want to go back?”
 
   “I don’t know!”  Stacey curls up on the armchair to sob again.  She wishes Dr. Macintosh would leave her alone.  She doesn’t want to answer any more stupid questions.  She just wants to leave, to find somewhere to rest for a long time, to sort everything out.  “Why don’t you leave me alone?”
 
   “Because I’m your friend, Stacey.  I care about you.  I want what’s best for you.”
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “I see.  You like being ten years old.  You like having Tess and Jake take care of you, cleaning up after you, bathing you, buying your clothes.  You like depending on them, don’t you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And you like having Madison as your little sister.  You like that she needs you for support, as someone to look up to.  You missed that before, didn’t you?  Madison needing you.  She didn’t need you when she was just your friend, did she?  She could have always made other friends, but she couldn’t find another sister so easily, could she?”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   “Everything is so much easier for you this way.  There’s no confusion about who you are or what you are.  Everything is in black-and-white now.  Jake and Tess are your loving grandparents.  Madison is your sweet baby sister.  Jamie is your best friend.  Darren is your boyfriend.  You don’t have to carry around that guilt anymore about not being a good enough father to Madison or sleeping with Grace or not knowing what to do with your life.  It’s all so simple for you, isn’t it?”
 
   “Shut up,” she whimpers.  She presses her hands to her ears to block out his words.  “Leave me alone.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Stacey.  This isn’t your life.  Your life is out there.  You can’t keep hiding from it.”
 
   She can’t say anything; her throat is too choked with sobs to speak.  As much as she doesn’t want him to, Dr. Macintosh continues.  “Stacey Chang is a wonderful little girl.  I wish she were real.  I wish she and Darren could be sweethearts forever.  But Stacey Chance is a good person too.  She’s sweet and strong and bright, in her own way.  She’s a very good friend to a lot of people.  A lot of people will be very sad to lose her.  Me included.”
 
   “Stop it!” Stacey shouts.  She shakes her head violently; she hears not just Dr. Macintosh’s voice, but others as well.  “Go away!  I don’t wanna go back!”
 
   With a final scream, she passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40
 
   It’s like a bomb goes off in my head.  A dam breaks open and everything rushes out:  over fifty years of memories.  It’s not like they say when you’re about to die; everything doesn’t come out in chronological order.  It is a flood of random images and sounds, some good and a lot that aren’t.  One moment I see Maddy at the Kozee Koffee, twenty-two years old with pink hair and a nose ring and the next a doctor passes a newborn Maddy into my arms.  All of these things fall into place like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, until I can see the whole picture:  the face of Stacey Chance, the one I saw in the mirror but didn’t want to recognize.
 
   When I open my eyes, I’m Stacey Chance again, at least on the inside.  On the outside I’m still a little Chinese girl.  I see that when I sit up a little to find I still have on a pink sweatshirt over my red dress.  Dr. Macintosh’s face looms large before me and smiles down at me.  “Don’t try getting up yet,” he says.
 
   I realize then I’m on the floor.  “How did I get here?” I ask.
 
   “You ran away from your grandparents.  Do you remember?”
 
   “No, I meant how did I get on the floor?”
 
   “I put you on the floor.  You were having some pretty bad seizures.”
 
   “Oh.  Did I make a mess?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “That’s good.”  
 
   He holds three fingers up to my face.  “How many fingers?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   I sigh and ask, “Which one?  The one I was born with or one of the other ones?”
 
   “So you remember now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “Is not,” I say.  Dr. Macintosh was right:  things were a lot better as Stacey Chang.  When I was completely immersed in her life everything was better, simpler.  I didn’t feel any guilt about Maddy or Grace.  I didn’t feel confused about who I am or the future.  Everything was all planned out, even if it was a silly, childish plan.  I had dreams again.  I was in love with someone my own age who wasn’t involved with anyone else.  I was closer to Madison than I had been in thirteen years, if not longer.
 
   “This is for the best, Stacey.”
 
   “For who?”
 
   “For you.  Remember what I told you when you first came to me as Stacey Chang?  We needed to integrate your identities.  Not repress them.  You have to learn to accept who you are, both the good and bad parts of it.”
 
   “Why?”  I start to cry again as I think of the last month.  “I was happy.  I mean, happier than I’ve been in a long, long time.”
 
   “Why is that, Stacey?”
 
   “It’s like you said:  because it was easy, simple.  I didn’t have all this baggage anymore.”
 
   “But it was a lie.”
 
   “So what?  It was a good lie.”
 
   “Do you think you could have gone on living that lie forever?”
 
   “Why not?  If Grace hadn’t shown up and if Dr. Palmer hadn’t called, I’d still be living it.  I’d be home right now, dreaming in my bed.  Tomorrow I’d get up and Jamie and I would go shopping and maybe see a movie.  And Monday I’d go to school and see Darren.”  I glare hard at Dr. Macintosh.  “That’s the reason you wanted me to remember, isn’t it?  You couldn’t stand that your nephew and I were in love.  I wasn’t good enough for him.”
 
   “Why would I think that?”
 
   “Because I’m not rich or beautiful or anything like that.”
 
   He shakes his head.  His voice is still perfectly calm as he says, “Stacey, you made Darren the happiest he’s been in his entire life.  He never could have gone out on stage to play the piano tonight if you hadn’t been there with him.”
 
   “Then why do this?  We were all happier with the lie.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?  Do you think Grace was happy?”
 
   I think of Grace the last time I saw her, how pale and thin she’d gotten.  “No, I guess not.”
 
   “What about your ex-wife, Madison’s mother?  She’s not happy either.  And what about Jake and Tess?”
 
   “They like having us around.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?  You realize how hard Jake’s been working so he can provide for two little girls who showed up on his doorstep?”
 
   “He always works hard.  And Tess likes us around.  She likes being a mommy.”
 
   “Not all the time.  Like when two little girls are bickering or when one selfish little girl runs away from home.”
 
   “Yeah, so maybe it wasn’t a honeymoon in paradise for everyone.  But it wasn’t a cakewalk for everyone when I was grown up either.  Tess and Jake still had to take care of me.”
 
   “Not as much, though.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe not.”  The realization starts to sink in.  “I was being selfish, wasn’t I?”
 
   “Not entirely.  As I said, you were very helpful for Darren.  And for Jamie too.”
 
   “Now I’m going to hurt them.”
 
   “Kids are resilient.  They’ll bounce back.”
 
   “Will I?”
 
   “I think you can, if you want to.”  He takes my hand and helps me sit up.  “I’ll help you.”
 
   ***
 
   Tess is ecstatic to hear from me.  I can hear the tears in her voice as she says, “Oh, thank God!  I was so worried about you!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Grandma Tess.  I didn’t mean to worry you,” I say.  I sound every bit like a little girl who’s been scolded.
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  The important thing is you’re safe.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “But when you get home, you’re grounded for two months.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Now, your grandfather and Madison should still be at the lab.  You can probably meet them there if Dr. Macintosh will take you.”
 
   “OK.”  Before I hang up, I say, “I love you, Grandma.”
 
   “I love you too, dear.  Come back safe.”
 
   I turn to Dr. Macintosh.  “Can I say goodbye to Darren?  I promise I won’t be mean.”
 
   “Go ahead.  I have to ask Mrs. Finley to look after him for a couple of hours anyway.”
 
   I run upstairs and knock on Darren’s door.  “Darren?  It’s me.  I’m really sorry about what happened.  Can we talk about it?”
 
   “Go away!” he shouts.
 
   “Darren, please.  I might be going away for a really long time.  I just want to say goodbye.”
 
   I wait for a minute; each second brings me closer to tears.  I may not be a little girl on the inside, but I still love Darren with a ten-year-old’s enthusiasm.  And maybe some of that love wasn’t just a little girl’s crush.  Darren is so sweet and kind and talented and he’s not bad-looking, at least not to me.
 
   The door finally opens.  He’s still in his pajamas, but I can see he’s been crying too.  I can’t blame him after the awful things I said to him.  I try to hug him, but he pushes me back.  “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to say goodbye.  And I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean all those things I said.  I was just mad.”  My eyes water.  It won’t be long until I’m a sobbing mess again.  “I was so stupid to think I could run away.  I mean, I’m just a little girl.  I can’t even turn on the stove yet.”
 
   Darren smiles for just a moment at this.  “It was pretty stupid,” he says.
 
   “But it’s not stupid that I love you, is it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.”  I lean forward to kiss him on the lips.  It’s another dry child’s kiss, but to me it feels better than even when I kissed Grace.  Maybe because my love for Darren is so much purer.
 
   After we pull apart, he asks, “Do you have to leave tonight?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  I wish I could stay,” I say and then remember his song for me.  “But it’s like you said, we can still write.  Maybe chat online and stuff.  And maybe you can go to college in California or I can go to college here and then we can be together again.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “But no matter what, I’m never going to forget you.  You’re my first real boyfriend.”
 
   “You’re my first real girlfriend too.”
 
   “For the rest of my life, even when I’m an old, old lady I can say, ‘Darren Macintosh was the first boy I kissed.’”
 
   “I wish you didn’t have to go.”
 
   “So do I.”  We look down shyly at the floor at the same time.  “I’ll talk to you later, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I give him one final peck on the cheek.  Then I go downstairs to wait for Darren’s uncle to take me back to Lennox Pharmaceuticals.
 
   ***
 
   While I wait, I change out of the red dress into something warmer.  Jamie gave me a T-shirt and jeans, both as pink as the sweatshirt.  When I see myself swaddled in so much pink, I don’t feel as bad as I once did.  I look cute.
 
   Not long after I step out of the bathroom, Dr. Macintosh returns with an old woman, his next-door neighbor.  “Thank you so much, Mrs. Finley,” he says.  “It should only be for an hour or so.  I’m afraid Stacey here isn’t feeling well.”
 
   I take that as my cue to cough dramatically.  “I want Gwamma and Gwampa,” I say.  I borrow Maddy’s cute toddler lisp.
 
   “Oh, you poor dear,” Mrs. Finley says.  She pats my head.  Then she turns back to Dr. Macintosh.  “I’ll take good care of Darren for you.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” he says again.
 
   He carries me out to his Lexus.  I lean my head against his shoulder like a sick little girl would.  “You’re sure she’s buying this?” I ask.
 
   “You might have oversold it a little.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He opens the back door and buckles me in the middle.  “Stay right there,” he says.
 
   “I know.  I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I stay in place as he goes around to the driver’s seat and gets behind the wheel.  He starts up the engine.  A few seconds later we’re on the road to the lab, where Dr. Palmer promises to have good news for us.
 
   I know something is wrong when there’s no one at the front gate.  The gate itself is raised so we can drive through, but there’s no one inside the guard shack.  At least no one alive.  Dr. Macintosh doesn’t think anything of it, but he’s not as familiar with Lennox Pharmaceuticals as I am.
 
   “Do you have a gun?” I ask.
 
   “No.  Do I need one?”
 
   “Right now, maybe.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “There should have been someone manning the gate.  They wouldn’t just leave it open and untended at night, not after what happened with Artie Luther.  They aren’t that stupid.”
 
   “I see.  You think we should turn back?”
 
   “No,” I say.  I point to Jake’s Fairlane parked by the front doors.  “We gotta see what happened to Jake and Maddy.”
 
   “Maybe you should stay here,” Dr. Macintosh suggests.
 
   “You won’t know where you’re going.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Jake and Maddy went in there.  They could be dead or hurt.  We gotta find out.”
 
   “OK,” he says.  He gets out of the car.  I assume he’ll open my door for me, but instead he opens the trunk.  He rummages around until I see him hold up a tire iron.  “It’s something, right?”
 
   “Yeah, something.”
 
   I climb out of the car.  It feels reassuring to take his much-bigger hand.  I lead him up to the front doors, which are unlocked.  I remember the first time I came here.  Artie Luther’s goons murdered the guards on duty then.
 
   Whoever broke into Lennox Pharmaceuticals this time isn’t any kinder.  I press my face against Dr. Macintosh when I see a guard on the floor behind the front desk.  He pats my back as I whimper.  “It’s all right, Stacey.”
 
   “Maybe I should go back to the car,” I say.  “I’m too little for this.”
 
   “You’ll be fine,” he says.  “Just keep your eyes closed until I say so.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I do as he says, my eyes squeezed shut as we shuffle away from the desk.  When I open them again, I see the elevators.  “We should take the stairs,” I say.  My old cop instincts kick in.  “They might have sabotaged the elevators.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   He opens the door to the stairs.  The stairs look so much bigger now, like a mountain.  He pats my back.  “How about a piggyback ride?”
 
   “Sure,” I say, the little girl in me unable to resist.  Besides, it’ll be faster this way.
 
   He tucks the tire iron into his waistband and then picks me up with a groan.  “I’m not that heavy,” I say.  “I’m not fat like Maddy.”
 
   “You could lose a few pounds,” he says.
 
   I swat at his head as he puts me up on his shoulders.  “That’s mean.”
 
   “I’m joking.  I think your little tummy is cute.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I look up at the steps, which seem a lot smaller now.  “It’s the fifth floor.  Watch out for any guards.”
 
   “You’ll see them before I can.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   At the fourth floor I start to get nervous.  What will we find in the lab?  Will it be trashed, Jake and Maddy’s bloody bodies on the floor?  What about Dr. Palmer?  Did they kill her too?  Or if someone is after FY-1978 again they might have kept her alive, at least for now.
 
   There’s no one on the stairs to the fifth floor.  If we’re lucky, Jake might have taken care of whoever it was.  He might be cleaning up right now.  Maddy might be napping somewhere, thumb in her mouth while she sleeps.
 
   As Dr. Macintosh opens the door to the fifth floor, we listen for anyone.  There’s no sound of anyone alive up here.  The lights are out, which leaves just dim red emergency lights.  I whimper again and lean down to be closer to Dr. Macintosh.
 
   “It’s all right, Stacey,” he whispers.  “Maybe you should stay here.”
 
   “No.  It’d be scarier to be here alone.” 
 
   I ask to be put down and he sets me on the floor.  I take his hand again and lead him towards Dr. Palmer’s lab.  He takes out the tire iron again, just in case.  We creep along the dark corridors; my stomach churns more with every second as I wait for something to pop out at us.  It’s even scarier than when Jamie and I watched Dream House by ourselves in the theater.  If only I could be back home, in my bunk bed, clutching Pinky while I dream.
 
   No one jumps out at us.  We reach the doors to the lab.  I back away and flatten myself against the wall so Dr. Macintosh can take the lead.  He raises the tire iron as he pushes one door open.  I close my eyes and wait for the sound of a gunshot or a scream.
 
   I hear Dr. Macintosh ask, “Mr. Madigan?  Can you hear me?”
 
   I hurry into the room.  The lab is trashed.  Jake is on the floor, surrounded by broken glass.  There’s a large spot of blood on his right calf and a gash on his head.  Someone shot him in the leg and then hit him, probably with something made of glass like a beaker.
 
   I kneel down beside him and put my head to his chest.  He’s still alive!  He seems to be breathing normally.  Neither wound is probably fatal, unless he loses too much blood.  I look up at Dr. Macintosh.  “We need to tie off that wound in his leg and bandage his head.  There’s probably a first aid kit around here somewhere.”
 
   “I’ll check,” Dr. Macintosh says.
 
   While he does that, I glance around the rest of the room.  There’s no one else in here.  No Dr. Palmer.  No Maddy.  Did she run away to hide somewhere else?  We’ll have to search the building.  After Jake is out of danger of bleeding to death.
 
   Dr. Macintosh returns with a red plastic box.  “I found it,” he says.  He opens it up.  I play Florence Nightingale and clean the gash on Jake’s head and then apply a bandage to it.  As I finish up, his eyes open.
 
   “Stacey?” he whispers.
 
   “Hi, Grandpa,” I say.  “What happened?  Where’s Maddy?”
 
   “Took her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ling,” he says and then passes out again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41
 
   Dr. Macintosh ties a tourniquet around Jake’s leg while I sit on the floor, knees tucked beneath my chin.  It can’t be Dr. Ling.  He’s dead.  That prison of his exploded.  We saw it.  The police investigated it.  He couldn’t have survived.
 
   The cop in me reminds me we didn’t actually see him die.  The police hadn’t identified all of the remains yet.  He could have gotten out in time.  He could have been wounded, not killed.  Though the question then is why he didn’t try to abduct us sooner.  He had plenty of chances to pluck us away from Jake and Tess.
 
   “That ought to hold him for now,” Dr. Macintosh says.  “We should call an ambulance.”
 
   “You do that.  They won’t believe me,” I say.  It occurs to me then how useless I am right now, too little to be much good to anyone, especially my daughter.
 
   I stay with Jake while Dr. Macintosh uses his cell phone to call 911.  I hope Jake will wake up again to provide more details, but he stays unconscious.  That leaves it up to me, who until two hours ago thought she was a ten-year-old girl.  
 
   As I do on stage, I take a couple of deep breaths to try to relax.  I close my eyes and try to think.  Maddy needs me right now.  Not Stacey Chang, her big sister.  She needs Detective Steve Fischer, her daddy.  First, what does Ling want Maddy for?  The FY-1978.  I remember what Qiang said, that Ling planned to take us to China so he could run more experiments before he had us killed and dissected.
 
   He’ll take her to China.  He probably wanted both of us, but he’ll settle for just Madison.  He’ll want to get there before anyone can catch up to him.  He’ll be safe in China, free from extradition.  So he’ll take a plane.  Commercial flying is out; it’s too risky to keep a toddler—even if he drugs her—with him on a plane full of strangers for thirteen hours. 
 
   A private jet.  There’s less security on the smaller airfields.  Plus he won’t have to worry some do-gooders on the flight will try to stop him.  And God knows he can afford to charter a private jet from here to China.
 
   I leap to my feet.  I run down the hall and slam into Dr. Macintosh with childish enthusiasm.  “Dr. Mac, Dr. Mac!  I know where he’s taking her!”
 
   “Where’s that, sweetheart?”
 
   “Dixon Field.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We should call the police.”
 
   “They won’t believe us!  And we gotta hurry.  He’s taking her to China!”
 
   “China?”
 
   “He’s going to dissect her!”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   I take his hand and start to pull him towards the door.  “Come on, we gotta go!”
 
   “What about Mr. Madigan?”
 
   “You called an ambulance, right?”
 
   “Yes—”
 
   “Then he’ll be fine.  Let’s go!”
 
   I don’t ask for a piggyback ride.  It’s easier for me to run down the stairs than up them.  I actually make it down ahead of Dr. Macintosh.  He’s going to his car, but I stop and point to Jake’s.  “This will be faster.”
 
   “I don’t have the keys.”
 
   “I do!  I took them before I left.”
 
   Dr. Macintosh tousles my hair.  “You are one clever little girl.”
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Macintosh hasn’t driven a stick in fifteen years.  That explains why we’re thrown against our seatbelts every time he has to shift for the first couple of miles.  “Maybe I should drive,” I say sullenly.
 
   “It’s coming back to me.  Don’t worry.”
 
   “Will that be before or after I barf?”
 
   “So why Dixon Field?”
 
   “It’s the closest.  He’s going to want to make a fast getaway.  Soon as he’s over international waters, no one can touch him.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   Dixon Field is about ten miles away.  Once Dr. Macintosh gets the hang of driving a stick, it only takes us about five minutes to get there.  The airfield is located at one end of the island; it faces the ocean so anyone who misses the runway can end up in the drink.  It doesn’t have terminals or anything like that, just hangars for the companies who keep a plane there.
 
   The gates are locked as we approach.  “You think we should run through them?”
 
   “Yes,” I say, though I know how pissed Jake will be about his precious Fairlane getting dinged up.  But if it lets us save Madison, then it’ll be worth it.
 
   The Fairlane roars into the gates.  We’re lucky this is a private airport that doesn’t have anything stronger than a chain-link fence with barbed wire.  The car slams through the left side of the gate; it almost bends in half before it bounces away from us.  I let out a scream of joy at this, even as I’m being thrown hard against my seatbelt.
 
   “Let’s do it again!” I scream.
 
   “Not on your life.”
 
   The question now is which hangar belongs to Ling.  The easiest way to find out is to zip around the place to look for which doors are open.  That’s what Dr. Macintosh does.  At two in the morning there aren’t many hangars to choose from, only one with its door open, a plane being readied for takeoff.  There are two big guys near it who sure as hell aren’t flight attendants.  
 
   “There it is!” I shout.  I point to the hangar.  Dr. Macintosh skids to a stop and cuts his lights.  They’ve probably heard us already, but if the plane’s engines are on, they might not have.
 
   “What now?” he asks.
 
   I reach down to open the glove compartment.  I rummage around until I find the spare gun I know Jake keeps in there.  A cop in this city can never have too many weapons close at hand.  And since he hardly ever took us girls in the car, he didn’t have to worry we might find it—until now.
 
   “Here,” I say.  I pass the gun to him.
 
   “I don’t know how to use a gun,” he says.
 
   “It’s not that hard.  I can show you.”
 
   It’s probably a surreal experience for him to have a ten-year-old girl show him how to use a pistol.  I give him the basics about how to turn the safety off and cock the weapon.  “It’s totally not hard,” I say.  “Didn’t you ever play video games?”
 
   “Not really.  I’m a child psychologist.”
 
   “Well, do your best.”
 
   “Right.”  He opens the door.  “I’ll go get her.  You stay here.”
 
   “Sure.”  Before he can get out, I lean over to kiss his cheek.  “Good luck.”
 
   I watch as he creeps towards the hangar.  I wait until he’s a good fifty yards from the car before I reach into the backseat for the tire iron.  Then I get out and run.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t run straight to the hangar.  A little girl all in pink would be pretty damned easy for anyone with eyes better than mine to see.  I go around another hangar to take a circuitous route.  I cut across the back of this hangar to head for the one where Ling’s plane waits.  I hope there’s a back door I can use to get inside.
 
   By the time I make it to the hangar I’m covered with sweat and panting worse than a dog that’s been locked in a car with the windows up on a summer day.  My short legs aren’t used to running this much, nor is my potbelly.  “I really need to work out,” I grumble.
 
   There is a back door to the hangar.  Unfortunately it’s locked.  I stare at the door for a moment before I heft the tire iron.  I strike the door handle as hard as I can.  That isn’t very hard.  I barely scratch the metal handle.  I hit it again with the same result.  “Come on!” I tell myself.  I gotta get in.  I gotta do it for Madison.  She needs me.
 
   I hit the handle again and let out a groan as I put all of my weight into the blow.  This time I hit the sweet spot so that the handle drops to the ground with a clang.  I hope I haven’t made too much noise or else this will be hopeless.
 
   The door must not be used much; it creaks as I push it open.  I crouch down so I’m less visible and so I don’t get a face full of engine exhaust.  I hear a shot.  It’s far enough away that I know it must be Dr. Macintosh or someone shooting at him.  Either way, there’s not much time to spare.  I have to get on that plane.
 
   Though I’m exhausted, I force myself to run as fast as I can towards the plane.  There’s no one between the door and the ramp of the plane.  Apparently Dr. Macintosh has their full attention.  I hope he can keep them busy long enough.
 
   I scamper up the ramp, into the plane.  Right away I see Maddy.  Except it’s not the Maddy I left a couple of hours ago.  She’s shrunk into a baby, an actual baby probably no more than a year old.  Her yellow dress has become so big that all I can see is her pudgy face, crowned by a sparse cap of black hair.  Her fat cheeks are red; tears stream down them.  There’s tape over her mouth that muffles her cries.  Ling has her buckled into a seat, but her tiny hands are too weak to unfasten the seatbelt. 
 
   I hurry over to her.  It’s not hard to free her from the seat.  “This is going to hurt a little,” I say.  I grasp one edge of the tape.  “Try not to make any noise, OK?”
 
   She nods to me, which tells me her mind isn’t that of a baby.  I pull the tape off in one swipe.  More tears bubble up in Maddy’s eyes, but she doesn’t scream.  “It’s all right,” I whisper to her.  “We’re going to get out of here now.”
 
   “Stacey,” she chirps as I pick her up.  Even though she’s a baby she’s still heavy, probably because my muscles are so weak.  It’s tough to cradle her in my arms, but there’s no way she can run under her own power.  
 
   I turn around and start for the door I came in through.  I skid to a stop when I see someone in the doorway.  It must be Dr. Ling, though I can’t be sure.  He looks like the Invisible Man, his face wrapped in gauze and sunglasses on despite that it’s dark.  He also wears a suit with gloves that cover his hands so that all I can see are his lips.
 
   “This is a pleasant surprise,” he says.  His voice sounds rougher than before.  “I thought I would have to arrange for your disappearance separately.”
 
   When she hears Dr. Ling’s voice, Maddy starts to wail like a fussy baby.  I pat her back, to try in vain to comfort her.  “What did you do to her?”
 
   “I gave her a booster,” he says.  He reaches one gloved hand into his pocket.  It comes back with a needle filled with dark red liquid.  “Now it’s time for you to take your medicine.”
 
   I try to run, but being little and with a baby in my arms, I’m not very fast.  Dr. Ling isn’t very fast either; he lurches after me like the Frankenstein monster.  His longer strides catch me as I reach the galley.  One hand seizes the hood of my sweatshirt and yanks me back hard.
 
   Somehow I manage to keep hold of Maddy as I hit the floor.  I even roll to land on my side so she’s not hurt.  She still screams; her face goes from red to purple.  “Stacey!” she wails as Dr. Ling tears her out of my hands.
 
   I claw at him, but it doesn’t do any good.  I’m too weak.  He bats my hands aside and holds me down with one arm.  All I can do then is whip my head from side-to-side to try to avoid the needle.  It’s only a matter of time before my luck runs out.  I feel the needle plunge into my neck.
 
   The pain is just as intense as back in Ling’s dungeon.  It feels like my entire body is being squeezed in a vise.  Something different happens this time:  my teeth fall out.  Ling lets me go, which allows me to roll over so I can spit out a mouthful of teeth.  Through a red haze, I see glossy white teeth dotted with blood on the carpet. 
 
   As if that’s not bad enough, my gums burn with pain.  I know what this is:  my baby teeth are coming back in.  I’m becoming a baby again, like Madison.  Through the red haze, I see my hands shrink until they retract into my sweatshirt.  It won’t be long now until I’m just as tiny and helpless as Maddy, not that I was much good to her anyway.
 
   When my arms become too weak to support me, I collapse onto the floor; fallen permanent teeth press against my cheek.  I twitch on the floor while Maddy continues to scream.  There’s nothing I can do for either of us now.
 
   And then it’s over.  The pain turns off and leaves only numbness.  I try to move, but the only muscle that responds is my tongue.  I probe my mouth and find most of my baby teeth, all except my front ones.  I’m not a baby, just a little girl maybe seven years old.
 
   Dr. Ling grabs me by the hood of my sweatshirt.  When I stare up at him, my eyes tingle.  My glasses have become too strong for my younger eyes.  I can see well enough to see Ling study me, though I can’t read his expression behind the bandages and sunglasses.  “Perfect,” he says.  “Now, young lady, it’s time to go for a ride.”
 
   He drags me by the sweatshirt while he carries Maddy with his other hand.  She continues to scream until he finds the piece of tape to stick over her mouth again while I’m left on the floor, still too numb to move.  I feel tears run down my cheeks as I know in thirteen hours or so Maddy and I will be in China, little more than lab rats until we’re finally executed and dissected.
 
   Dr. Ling straps Maddy back in.  Then he grabs me by the front of the sweatshirt.  He tosses me onto another seat as if I’m a rag doll.  I feel like a rag doll, like my limbs are filled with stuffing right now.  There’s nothing I can do while he arranges me in the seat and buckles me in.  He stares at me again and then tousles my hair.  “Be a good girl until I get back.”
 
   I don’t have much choice about it.  Ling limps over to the door.  As he pulls it up, I hear gunshots.  Dr. Macintosh is still out there.  He can save us.  That seems unlikely; he’s a child psychologist, not a Navy SEAL.  He’s never going to make it in time.
 
   Ling seals the door and then heads into the cockpit.  He screams something in Chinese at the pilot.  The pilot says something back in a softer voice.  The discussion continues for a minute until Ling finally shouts, “Take off, now!”
 
   The plane lurches forward.  There’s a metallic crash that must be the steps hitting the ground.  Apparently Ling won the argument and we’re going to take off right now.  He’s going to leave his minions behind to make sure he gets us back to China.
 
   I desperately want to get out of here while I still can, but my body won’t respond.  The numbness has become a gentle tingle, like when your foot starts to fall asleep.  Feeling is coming back to my limbs now that my nerves and veins have compacted.  It won’t be too long until I can move, but by then we’ll be airborne.
 
   Even over the plane’s engines I hear a familiar rumble.  I’d know the engine of Jake’s Fairlane anywhere.  Dr. Macintosh must plan to run the plane off the tarmac.
 
   It turns out he has something more desperate in mind.  There’s a roar, followed by a crash.  The plane lurches.  The entire fuselage drops sharply; my glasses are catapulted from my face.  I see them land by the cockpit door.  For the first time in five months, I can see clearly without the glasses.  At the moment all I can see is Maddy screaming against the tape on her mouth as the plane skids.
 
   The plane begins to go around and around in a flat spin.  It’s only a matter of time before we flip over or wind up in the ocean or crash into another hangar.  No matter what, there won’t be much Maddy and I can do about it, not like this.  It’ll be a contest to see whether we burn or drown.
 
   As far as I can tell, none of that happens.  The spin begins to slow until finally the plane stops completely.  Then there’s silence except for Maddy’s whimpers.  We’re still alive, at least for the moment.
 
   I get to savor that for two seconds before I smell smoke.  I’m not sure where it’s coming from; probably the engines if they’re still attached.  With a full tank of gas, it won’t be long until the plane goes up in a fireball that will turn Maddy and I into cinders.  Like Qiang, the police will probably never be able to identify our remains, what little will be left of us.
 
   The tingle in my limbs gets stronger.  I close my eyes and will my body to move.  There’s a little twitch in my right arm.  I concentrate harder to convince my arm to swing into my lap.  I have to coax my fingers out of hiding in the sleeves that are too big for me.  Slowly, an inch at a time, my fingers emerge.  I feel the cool metal of the buckle.  I have to focus really hard in order to work a simple mechanism that would take me two seconds to operate any other time.
 
   But then I’m free.  I open my eyes and see smoke begin to drift into the cabin.  I have to get Madison out of here.  She needs me, her big sister.  I concentrate to move my legs.  It’s not easy to stand since my sneakers have become like clown shoes now.  I wobble for a moment as if I’m a baby like Maddy. 
 
   When I see her swamped in that dress, her purple face stained with tears, it provides all the motivation I need to take those few steps over to her seat.  “It’s all right,” I say, my words slurred a little.  “I’m going to get you out of here.”
 
   I promised that before and didn’t deliver, but this time I’m determined to do it.  The tingling is almost gone now; I can move more or less normally.  I still fumble a little with the buckle; I need a full minute to get Madison free.
 
   There’s no way I can carry her this time.  I’m too little and my muscles much too weak from the transformation.  “You gotta walk,” I tell Maddy.  “Can you do that?”
 
   She nods.  I take her hands and help her slide off the seat, onto the floor.  She rests there for a moment.  Then, while I still hold her hands, she levers up to her feet.  She’s even unsteadier than I was, but she manages to stand.
 
   We toddle over to the door.  I let Maddy lean against the wall while I try to open it.  Of course it won’t give.  I’m too weak.  I try not to panic, so Maddy won’t start to scream again.  “It’s all right.  We’ll find another way out.”
 
   The smell of smoke is stronger.  It’s good we’re both so short now, so it’ll take longer for the smoke to scald our tiny lungs.  I tow Maddy back towards the galley.  We’re almost there when the cabin door bangs open.  I hope it’s just the pilot, but of course we aren’t that lucky.
 
   The bandages on Ling’s face are torn, so that I can see bits of red flesh.  Blood stains the gauze in other places.  Yet he’s still alive.  Not only that, he has a pistol in his hand.  “Get back here!” he says.
 
   “No!” I shout, although it’s a feeble comeback.  And there’s nowhere to go.  Even if we can find another exit, Ling will catch up to us.
 
   I start to drag Maddy.  Ling moves slower too; blood drips from tears in his pants after the crash.  Ahead of us I see another door outlined in red, the emergency exit.  That’s our ticket out of here, not that it will matter.
 
   I give the handle a tug.  It’s no good.  I’m too weak for this door too.  I turn and see Ling’s reached the galley.  He could probably shoot us, but he doesn’t want to damage his prizes.  I give the door another tug with all my might.  Nothing happens.
 
   There’s only one thing left to do.  I pull Maddy into the very back of the plane, into the lavatory.  I leave her on the floor, while I sag against the door and turn the lock.  Since I probably only weigh sixty pounds, I doubt I’ll be able to keep Ling out for long.  Even if he doesn’t break in, the plane will probably explode in a couple of minutes.
 
   “I’m sorry, Maddy,” I say.  “I didn’t want it to end like this.”
 
   “Stacey,” she chirps again.  She crawls forward, to hug my leg.  “Wuv you.”
 
   “I love you too,” I say.  I tousle her short hair.  
 
   Ling bangs against the door.  “Come out, little ones,” he says.  “Come out before I have to break down the door.”
 
   “You go ahead and try,” I shout back.  
 
   “I’ll give you to the count of three.  One.”
 
   Maddy snuggles up closer against me, like when we shared a bed.  “It’ll be all right,” I tell her.  “Everything will be fine.”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “We’ll go to a better place.  To Heaven,” I say.
 
   “Three.”  I close my eyes.  There’s the sound of a gunshot.  I hear a thump outside the door as something hits the floor.
 
   I still have my eyes shut when I hear a knock on the door.  It’s not the angry pounding of someone who wants to break the door down, but a gentle tap.  “Stacey?  Madison?” Dr. Macintosh says.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “We’re fine,” I say.
 
   I scoot away from the door and push Maddy along with me.  The door opens and I see Dr. Macintosh in the doorway.  His hair is mussed and face stained with blood from a cut on his forehead, yet he still has that air of calm from his office.  His eyes widen when he sees us.
 
   He doesn’t let this bother him too much.  He reaches down to scoop Madison up; he cradles her to his chest.  She coos softly at this and wraps one pudgy arm around his neck.  He holds out his hand to me.  I take it and he helps me to stand.  “Can you walk?” he asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  We have to get out of here very quickly.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   On the way out, we pass the body of Dr. Ling.  There’s no coming back for him this time, not with a bullet through the chest.  Dr. Macintosh is a pretty good shot for someone who never used a gun before.
 
   In the movies we would make it off the plane seconds before it explodes, our bodies thrown through the air by the blast before we land unharmed.  In reality we make it off the plane with a few minutes to spare.  The crash has tilted the door down enough that we don’t need the steps.  Dr. Macintosh leaves Maddy and me in the doorway before he jumps down.  Then he takes Maddy and sets her on the tarmac.  I’m the last one off; Dr. Macintosh grabs me around the waist.  I collapse against him and feel safe for a moment.
 
   Then he lets me down to pick Maddy back up.  We run across the tarmac, over to where the Fairlane—what’s left of it—rests.  The front of the car looks like someone smashed it with a really big hammer.  That hammer would be the front landing gear of the plane.
 
   The car’s doors still work fine.  Dr. Macintosh climbs in the front seat, Madison cradled against him.  I get in on the passenger’s side.  Dr. Macintosh puts an arm around my shoulders.  I’m more than happy to scoot over until I’m snuggled up against his warm body, where I feel safe again.
 
   The same time the plane explodes, every nerve in my body does too.  The pain sends me rolling off Dr. Macintosh, onto the floor.  Maddy starts to scream again; from the way she thrashes around, she feels the same pain.  Dr. Macintosh sets Maddy on the seat.  “Madison?  Stacey?  What’s wrong?”
 
   I’d like to answer what’s wrong is my body feels like someone lit it on fire, but I can’t because every muscle cramps all at once.  I manage to get out one scream before everything goes dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 42
 
   The first thing I notice when I wake up is that my throat is sore.  It feels like someone’s filled my mouth with cotton.  I try to work up some spit.  It doesn’t do a lot of good.  My tongue is thick and heavy, but as I flick it around, I feel all of my teeth.  How old am I now?
 
   I start to sit up, but I don’t get very far.  Something holds me down on the bed or table or whatever I’m on.  I manage to turn my head to the side and see a beige blur that I assume is a wall.  At least there’s no chalkboard or factory equipment so I’m not back in one of Ling’s prisons.
 
   “Hello?” I call out, though it’s more like a whisper.  But even from the sound of it, I know I’m still a girl.  “Is anyone there?”
 
   I hear a door open, followed by the squeak of rubber soles on tile.  A face appears over me.  It’s a turquoise-and-brown blob at first.  As it gets closer, I can make out Dr. Palmer’s face.  She wears a surgical mask and a shower cap, but I can recognize her eyes.  Her gloved hands touch my cheek.  “Welcome back,” she says.  To my relief she inserts a straw into my mouth.  Water courses down my throat, to expel the dryness.  “Is that better?”
 
   “Yes,” I say.  My voice sounds even higher than before, like the voice of a cartoon rodent. “Where am I?”
 
   “At Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  You’re in quarantine.”
 
   “Quarantine?  Am I sick?”
 
   “No.  It’s more like we’re protecting you from the rest of the world.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I’ll explain that in a little bit.  What do you remember?”
 
   “Dr. Macintosh and I went to rescue Maddy.  I got on the plane and Maddy was there but she was a baby.  I tried to save her, but Dr. Ling showed up.  He gave me a shot and I became littler.  Then Dr. Macintosh saved us.  He crashed Grandpa’s car into the plane.  Maddy and I hid in the potty.  Dr. Ling tried to get in, but Dr. Macintosh shot him.  Then he helped us off the plane and we watched it explode.  I fell asleep after that.”
 
   “You weren’t really sleeping, Stacey.  You’ve been in a coma.”
 
   “A coma?  Why?”
 
   “I’ll explain later.  You’ve been in the coma for two weeks.”
 
   “Two weeks?”  It seemed like just a few seconds.  I open my eyes again to study Dr. Palmer’s face.  “What about Maddy?  What happened to her?”
 
   “She’s still sleeping.”
 
   “Is she in a coma too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And Dr. Macintosh?”
 
   “He’s fine.  His stitches came out yesterday.”
 
   “That’s good.  And Grandpa?  Did they get to him in time?”
 
   “He’s fine too.  He’s still on crutches, but he’ll pull through.”
 
   “Good.”  I take a deep breath and then ask, “Dr. Ling?”
 
   “He’s dead.  We’re sure of it this time.”
 
   “So why am I tied down?”
 
   “You were having some bad seizures.  We didn’t want you to fall and hurt yourself.”
 
   “Oh.”  I try to see myself again, but I can’t.  “What’s been happening to me?”
 
   “I’m not sure we should get into that yet.  You just woke up.”
 
   “You gotta tell me!  How little am I?”
 
   Dr. Palmer touches my hair and even through the mask I can see her smile.  She holds up her other hand and in it I see the monitor she used to check our ages.  She turns the screen and holds it close enough so I can see it.  The digital numbers read:  17.2.
 
   “I’m seventeen?”
 
   “That’s right.  You’re a grown-up now—more or less.”
 
   “Can I see?” I ask.
 
   “I’ll take the straps off, but be careful.  You’re going to be weak.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Dr. Palmer’s right that I’m weak; I can’t even sit up on my own.  She adjusts the bed so the back reclines to put me in an upright position.  Then she turns the bed around to face a mirror.  I can’t see anything at first, just a blur.  I feel something touch my face and everything comes into focus.  I gasp at what I see.
 
   I’m still mostly Stacey Chang.  I’ve still got her black hair, almond-colored skin, tiny nose, and football-shaped eyes.  The big difference is that those eyes are blue now like they were before Dr. Ling got to me.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dr. Palmer asks.  
 
   “I’m fine,” I say.
 
   She runs her hand through my black hair, which is back down to my waist; I’ll need to get it cut again.  “I think you look very pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “And seventeen’s not so bad.  You might even get a year or so older over the next few days.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   She puts the bed flat again.  “You should get some more rest.”
 
   “I want to see Maddy.”
 
   “Not right now.  When you’re stronger.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts, young lady.  You can either go back to sleep or I’ll have an orderly bring a syringe in here.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  You’re still in a state of flux right now.  We have to be careful.”
 
   “OK.”  I could try to argue, but I’m pretty much at Dr. Palmer’s mercy at the moment.
 
   “I’ll have them bring in a TV and some other creature comforts for when you wake up.”
 
   “Can’t you put me in a different room?”
 
   “Not yet.  We don’t want any germs getting in here while your immune system is so weak.”
 
   “Oh.”  That’s all I can say before I fall asleep again.
 
   ***
 
   I’m not sure how long I’m out this time.  Not two weeks.  I’m a little stronger when I wake up, able to sit up on my own.  As I do, I notice a couple of other things.  One is that my breasts look smaller than before.  I’m not flat like when I was ten, but they don’t look like C-cups either.  The other thing is that I’m short.  My tiny feet are a good foot away from the end of the bed, maybe more than that.  That will be clearer if I’m ever able to stand.
 
   There’s a TV now in one corner of the room.  Someone brought in a stand to sit next to the bed too.  I find a remote control and a plastic water cup.  I drink most of the water and then turn on the TV.  I flip through the channels until I get to Nickelodeon.  There’s an episode of iCarly on, an older one I watched with Jamie.  I sigh as I wonder what I’ll do now.
 
   Dr. Palmer shows up after the episode is over.  She still wears her mask and shower cap so she doesn’t infect me with her germs.  “Feeling better?” she asks.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “It’s going to take time.  You’ve had a big shock to your system.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “The important thing is to relax and rest so you can get your strength up.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Dr. Palmer comes over to the side of my bed.  “I’ve got a surprise for you,” she says.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   She wheels my bed across the room, to the opposite wall from the mirror.  A curtain pulls back and I can see another room.  It’s pretty much like mine after I woke up the first time with just a bed and some monitoring equipment.
 
   On the bed is a very fat woman.  There’s a big mound of flesh around her midsection that rises and falls as she breathes.  Her flabby biceps are each as big around as my head.  I can’t see her neck because of the double chin surrounding it.  Her cheeks are flushed even though she’s asleep.  About the only thing even somewhat recognizable is the long brown hair.  “Is that…Maddy?”
 
   “Yes,” Dr. Palmer says.
 
   “But she’s so…big.”
 
   “I know.”  Dr. Palmer puts a hand on my shoulder as I start to cry to see my baby like that.  “The important thing is she’s healthy, right?”
 
   “How old is she?”
 
   “She’s up to nineteen so far.  The reaction seems to be slowing, so we’re expecting her to wake up in a few days.”
 
   “Can I be there when she wakes up?”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.  It’s going to be enough of a shock to see herself without seeing you too.”
 
   “I’m not that different.”
 
   “You are from two weeks ago.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “I’ll leave you here for a while so you can watch her.  If you want.”
 
   “Yes,” I say.  After Dr. Palmer’s gone, I watch my sleeping beauty.  No matter what, she’ll always be my little girl.
 
   ***
 
   Two days later I hear the scream as I watch TV.  I’m strong enough now that I can hop off the bed.  I can’t really run, but I can hobble over to the window.  I’m just in time to see Maddy take hold of her gut with both hands.  “No!” she wails.  “It’s not fair.  I don’t wanna be Fatty Maddy anymore!”
 
   I can’t hear what Dr. Palmer says, but Maddy doesn’t like it.  “Healthy?  Look at me, I’m a whale!  You call this healthy?”
 
   Tears stream down her pudgy cheeks as she says this.  Dr. Palmer says something to her, probably to reassure her that everything will be fine.  “Shut up!  You’re not the one who has to live with it.”  Dr. Palmer tries to calm her down again, but it doesn’t work.  “Normal life?  What kind of normal life am I going to have?  What do you think Grace is going to say when she sees this?” Maddy says.  She shakes her stomach again.  “She won’t even be able to find my vagina.”
 
   I’m sure Dr. Palmer tells her the same thing I would, that Grace will love her no matter how big she is.  “Yeah, right,” Maddy says.  I can hear her sigh even through the glass.  “What did you butchers do to Stacey?”
 
   I wait for Dr. Palmer to push Maddy over by the window or at least turn her so she can see me, but she doesn’t.  Whatever she says calms Maddy down a little.  “Can I see her?”  Dr. Palmer shakes her head.  “What, you’re worried I’ll scare her?”  Dr. Palmer says something else.  Maddy sighs again.  “Just leave me alone for a little while.”
 
   Through the window I watch Dr. Palmer leave.  Once the door closes, Maddy starts to cry.  She’s still crying as she leans back on the bed and goes still.
 
   Dr. Palmer comes into my room then.  “That was pretty bad,” I say.
 
   “It could have been worse.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll try to do something?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Madison is resilient.  I think she got that from her dad’s side of the family.”
 
   Resilience and stubbornness were about the only things I gave her.  “Can’t you suck some of that fat out of her?”
 
   “I could, but liposuction is dangerous.  Especially in her volatile condition.  It’ll be better to wait and let her lose it the old-fashioned way.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I say.  I promise right then I’ll do everything I can to help Maddy lose as much weight as she wants, until she’s happy again.
 
   ***
 
   Another two days go by before they move Maddy into my room.  To keep out any germs, they have a plastic bubble over her gurney.  An orderly takes off the bubble once Maddy is securely in my room.  It takes two hefty orderlies to steer the gurney into place beside my bed, the nightstand between us.
 
   “Hi!” I say, my voice squeakier than usual.
 
   “Hi,” she says, her voice gloomier than usual.  She pats her gut.  “So I guess I’m the big sister now, huh?”
 
   “I guess so.”  I clear my throat and then say, “I’m only seventeen anyway, so you’re older than me again.”
 
   “I’ll try not to push you around too much.”
 
   I reach across the nightstand to find her hand.  I give her pudgy fingers a squeeze.  “I know it’s weird right now, but we’ll get through this.  And no matter what, we’ll still have each other.”
 
   “You mean after Grace dumps me?”
 
   “Grace loves you.  More than anything in this world.  She’s not going to care even if you’re a thousand pounds.”
 
   “I might take you up on that.”
 
   “Maddy, come on.  She’s been worried sick about you for almost six months now.  You think she’s going to dump you just because you’re a little heavier?”
 
   “A little heavier?  I’m two hundred fifty pounds!  That’s like twice what I used to weigh.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I let go of Maddy’s hand.  I pick up the remote to flip through the channels until I find some cartoons Maddy used to watch.  Despite the change, I can still see something of the toddler I knew for six months in the way her face lights up.  “You think they could sterilize Mrs. Hoppy and bring her in here?” she asks me.
 
   “Probably.”
 
   After a few minutes, Maddy shifts a little to look at me.  Past the flabby red cheeks, her eyes are still the same as the baby her mom and I brought home from the hospital.  “I know I’ve been a little preoccupied feeling sorry for myself.  I didn’t even thank you for coming after me.”
 
   “I would never leave you behind.”  I smile at her.  “I didn’t do much anyway.  Dr. Mac did all the hard work.”
 
   “Yeah.  I never thought of him as the action hero type.”
 
   “Me either.”  I sigh as I remember the lavatory door opening and him in the doorway, blood on his face and gun in hand, our valiant rescuer.  “That was pretty awesome.”
 
   “It was.”  Maddy reaches out to take my hand.  “You look cute.  Not like little, I want to pinch your cheeks cute.  I mean like if you weren’t my big sister and I didn’t look like Shamu I’d ask you to come back to my place.”
 
   My face warms at this.  It’s surreal to have my daughter talk about picking me up like that.  “Thanks,” I squeak.
 
   We both turn back to the TV screen.  We continue to hold hands, even after Maddy falls asleep.
 
   ***
 
   A couple of days later we’re strong enough to go back to school.  Not St. Andrew’s Academy, but a very special class in our hospital room.  Dr. Palmer has an assistant bring in a laptop and a projector so we can watch her presentation from our beds.
 
   “I know it sounds weird,” she begins, “but in a way you’re lucky Dr. Ling gave you that shot.”
 
   “Yeah, real lucky,” Maddy grumbles.  She jiggles her stomach for Dr. Palmer.
 
   “What I’m saying is he sped up the process for you.”  She turns down the lights and then starts with her presentation.  A lot of it is science stuff Maddy and I don’t understand. 
 
   Dr. Palmer breaks it down more simply.  “They might have told you that both of you were aging at an accelerated rate.  What we didn’t realize yet is the effect was working at an exponential pace.  What that means is you were going to get older, faster.  In a couple months, Madison, you probably would have been older than Stacey.  From the notes Ling had on him, he knew what was happening.  That’s why he made that booster shot and set that trap, using my voice to get your grandpa to bring you here.
 
   “But either he was in too much of a hurry or didn’t have the right equipment because he miscalculated.  Instead of keeping you younger for months or even forever, the booster shot interacted with what was already in your system and actually sped up the destabilization.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” Maddy says.  
 
   “Think of it kind of like a pool game,” Dr. Palmer says.  She’s come prepared with a diagram of a pool table on the laptop.  “Say this 2-ball here is the first shot he gave you and this 8-ball behind it is the second shot.”  She clicks a button so we can watch as a computer figure takes a shot.  The cue ball hits the 8-ball, which speeds into the 2-ball and knocks it into the corner pocket.  Then the 8-ball, too much momentum behind it, drops into the pocket too.  “The second shot essentially erased the first shot in your systems.  But its matrix became unstable and so you started to grow up again even faster.”
 
   “But if it left our systems, why didn’t we go back to how we were?” I ask.  In my case, why didn’t I go back to being a man?
 
   “We’re still looking into that, but our best guess is that this wasn’t a clean process.  For you, Stacey, that Chinese DNA remained.  And for Madison, there was probably a stimulation of certain glands and hormones that changed her metabolism and caused her to gain so much weight.”
 
   “Can’t you fix us?” Maddy asks.  “Give us another shot to make us normal again?”
 
   “I wouldn’t right now even if I could.  You’re both far too weak to endure another dose of that stuff.  In the meantime we’re still working on the serum, but it’ll take a while to have something ready for human trials.”  Dr. Palmer sighs.  “I know you don’t want to hear it, Madison, but it’ll be a lot better to lose the weight naturally than play Russian roulette with another shot.”
 
   “Easy for you to say.  You’re not the one who has to go back out into the world like this.”
 
   “Don’t get mad at her.  She’s just trying to help.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s been a lot of help so far.”
 
   “That’s not fair.  It’s not her fault.  She didn’t do this to us.”
 
   “Oh sure, take her side.  Everything’s just hunky-dory for you.  You’re not a blimp.”
 
   My eyes water.  “It’s not easy for me.  You can always lose the weight.  I can’t get new eyes.  I can’t stretch myself out to fit in my clothes again or be able to look you in the eye without standing on my toes.  So don’t act like you’re the only one who’s got problems.”
 
   Now Maddy starts to cry.  “I’m so sorry,” she says through her sobs.  “I’m being such a total bitch to everyone.  I just wish things could be the way they used to be, you know?”
 
   “I know.”  I think of what’s happened in the last eighteen months and say, “But sometimes change is a good thing.  Sometimes you find something that makes it all worthwhile, like a little sister.”
 
   She wipes at her pudgy cheeks and then smiles at me.  “Thanks, big sis.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Dr. Palmer keeps us under observation for two more weeks.  Every day she checks our ages with the monitor.  Since the results are the same and since we’re strong enough to move around, she tells us we can finally go home.  “But I’m going to want to see you both at least once a week to start with and then if things remain steady we can make it once a month.”
 
   “OK,” we say in unison.
 
   “I had someone do a little shopping for you two,” she says.  She hefts a couple of shopping bags.  “These might not be the most stylish, but it’s better than a hospital gown.”
 
   Maddy’s face reddens as she holds up a turquoise dress that looks big enough to cover a Buick.  “Is this supposed to be for an elephant or what?”  The panties that come with it are almost as big.  She says to me, “Jesus, we could probably fit three of you in there.”
 
   I’m not much happier about my new clothes.  Whoever bought them for me must still think I’m ten years old.  There’s a pink T-shirt with a cartoon monkey on it and a set of pink overalls.  There’s a tiny pair of pink Keds too.  The underwear have Disney princesses on them; whoever did the shopping didn’t think I need a bra.
 
   Maddy can’t stifle a giggle when I come out of the bathroom.  “Oh my God, you’re so cute!” she says.  She laughs even harder.  “You look like you’re in kindergarten.”
 
   “Shut up!” I squeak.
 
   Maddy runs a hand over her loose-fitting dress.  “At least you don’t look like the Blob.”  She turns in the mirror and puts a hand on her gut.  
 
   It’s about an hour later when Dr. Palmer escorts us out of the subbasement that’s been our home for the last month.  We take an elevator up to the lobby.  I try not to think about the last time I was in this lobby with Dr. Macintosh.
 
   There aren’t any dead security guards, just Jake, Tess, and Grace.  Their eyes all go wide for a moment when they see us.  I’m not sure what Dr. Palmer told them to expect, but this isn’t it.  Grace is the first to recover; she races forward to throw herself at Maddy.  She showers Maddy’s chubby face with kisses before she plants a final emphatic one on Maddy’s lips.
 
   Feeling even more awkward now, I shuffle over to my former grandparents.  Tess just kisses me once on the cheek and then hugs me.  “Welcome home, dear,” she says.  “You look so pretty.”
 
   “I’m still little,” I say.
 
   “That doesn’t matter, dear.  Just as long as you’re healthy.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Maddy and Grace have finally come up for air.  Maddy puts a hand on her stomach.  “I guess there’s a lot more of me than you expected, isn’t there?”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” Grace says.  “All I want is you, however you look.”
 
   “We’ll see about that tonight, won’t we?”
 
   I squirm out of Tess’s grasp to face them.  “You’re going with Grace?”
 
   “Well, yeah.  We got a lot of catching up to do.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.  My voice catches in my throat.  I look down sadly at my Keds.  “I thought you’d come home with us.”
 
   Tess gives my shoulder a squeeze.  “Madison and Grace need some time alone, dear.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Maddy squats down so she can look me in the eye.  “Hey, come on, we can still come over to dinner and stuff.  And you can come see us.  You’re big enough to ride the train by yourself.”
 
   “I know.”  I should have seen this coming.  Maddy and Grace are practically married.  They haven’t seen each other in six months, at least not as grown-ups, so of course they want to be alone.  Maddy’s a grown-up now.  So am I.  I do what grown-ups are supposed to do and force myself to smile even though I want to cry at losing Madison again.  “I guess it’ll be more room for me then.”
 
   Maddy crushes me in a hug; she squeezes me so tight I expect my skeleton to pop out like in a cartoon.  “I love you, big sis.”
 
   “I love you too, little sis.”
 
   Then we go our separate ways, me to Jake and Tess’s station wagon and Maddy to a cab with Grace.  I turn in my seat to wave at Maddy.  She doesn’t see me; she’s already cuddling against Grace.
 
   ***
 
   I feel a little more like a big girl a week later.  I wear a pink T-shirt, but no cartoon character on it.  I’ve got a bra on underneath it too, not that I really need it.  Instead of overalls I wear blue jeans.  The Keds have grown on me so I decide to keep those for now.  I got my hair trimmed to just past my shoulders, but I kept the bangs.  I still have my red-framed glasses, only with new lenses in them.  
 
   The overall effect is that as I sit in Dr. Macintosh’s waiting room I feel at least fourteen now instead of ten.  It helps me to feel more grown up not to have Tess with me.  She wanted to come upstairs, but I told her I could do it by myself, so she waits for me in a coffee shop.
 
   It doesn’t take long for me to regret that decision.  As soon as I see the patient register sheet, I feel a nervous flutter in my stomach.  After some discussion with Jake and I, Tess made the appointment under my old name of Stacey Chance.  It feels weird to write that name in the space on the sheet.  I keep my face tilted down and hope the receptionist doesn’t remember me from before.
 
   The receptionist isn’t the one I have to really worry about, though.  I sit in a corner of the room to play with my phone a few minutes later when the door opens.  Caleb trudges into the office, eyes fixed on his cell phone screen.  To my horror, Jamie is behind him.  I’m on my phone, so I can’t even hold up a magazine to my face.  I just stare at the screen like Caleb is and hope for the best.
 
   While on the outside I pretend to play Angry Birds, on the inside I berate myself for being stupid.  Why didn’t we think to check if Jamie had an appointment today?  Why didn’t we get another psychologist?  The answer for the latter is there’s not another shrink I can go see, not unless I want to spill all my secrets again.  The former we just didn’t think about with so many other things going on.
 
   My heart starts to race when I see Jamie coming over here out of the corner of my eye.  It’s probably the stupid glasses.  I should have got different frames, but I still feel I owe it to Qiang to keep her daughter’s spirit alive in some small way.
 
   “Stacey?” Jamie asks.
 
   I look up at her so she can see I’m not the same girl who slept over at her house and talked about kissing boys with her.  “Yes?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment; her cheeks flush.  She smiles a little.  “Sorry.  I thought you were someone else.”
 
   “That’s all right,” I say.  The butterflies in my stomach have turned to ice now.  I hate to trick Jamie like this; I desperately wish we could still be best friends.  I even still have her necklace on, though it’s hidden beneath my shirt.  “It happens.”
 
   “But it’s weird because your name is Stacey too and you’ve got red glasses just like she has.  What are the odds of that?”
 
   “Well—”  I brace myself to run if Jamie figures it out.  I’ve continued to post status updates on my Facebook page as Stacey Chang, to say what a great time Maddy and I are having at our new house in San Jose.  I even found some pictures online of a mansion by the ocean to post on my wall.  This might not be enough to fool her.
 
   “Hey, you’re playing Angry Birds?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s my favorite game.”  Never all that shy, Jamie sits down next to me.  She takes her phone out.  “You want to play against me?”
 
   “Sure,” I say.  “But my appointment’s in a few minutes.”
 
   “That’s OK.  I can probably beat you before then.”
 
   “I don’t know, I’m pretty good at this.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   I have gotten a lot better at it since that first time in the waiting room.  I’m still not as good as Jamie.  To put it mildly, she kicks my ass. 
 
   Just like when we talk on Facebook, I feel ten years old again when I play Angry Birds against her.  It’s only afterwards when she says, “You’re a lot better at this than the other Stacey,” that I remember I’m not ten.  I’m some stranger Jamie just met who bears a resemblance to her former best friend.
 
   The receptionist calls my name and I stand up.  “It was nice to meet you—”
 
   “Jamie,” she says.  We shake hands, like strangers.  “Maybe we can play again next time.”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll make sure to practice before then.”
 
   “You’ll need it,” Jamie says.  Then she goes over to sit by her brother.  I make sure to turn off my phone because I know she’ll send Stacey Chang a message on Facebook to tell her about the freakiness of seeing another girl named Stacey at Dr. Macintosh’s office with the same geeky glasses.
 
   I tuck the phone into my pocket and go in to meet with Dr. Macintosh.
 
   ***
 
   I hope after all we’ve been through together he’ll run up to me and give me a hug or at least shake my hand.  He doesn’t.  He sits in his usual chair, notebook on his knee like I’m another patient.  He points to the other chair, “Have a seat, Stacey.”
 
   I sit down opposite him, on the very edge of the cushion.  I’m glad my feet can touch the floor now, if just barely.  It takes an act of will for me to look at him.  He doesn’t have a scar or anything, no reminder at all of the night he saved me and Maddy.  “You’re looking good,” I say and then feel my face turn warm.  “No worse for wear, huh?”
 
   “I could say the same about you.”
 
   I toss my hair and smile.  “You like the new look?”
 
   “The important thing is whether you like it.”
 
   “It’s growing on me.  I mean, it’s better than being a little kid, right?”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   I can’t meet his eyes anymore; I look down at my pink Keds.  “Well, yeah.  I mean, I get to stay up late now.  I have my own room.  I don’t have to get up early to go to school.”
 
   “Those sound like pretty superficial reasons.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just shallow then,” I snap.
 
   “There’s no need to get upset.  I only want you to think more deeply about the question.  Are you happy to be an adult again?”
 
   “Sometimes,” I mumble.
 
   “Not all the time?”
 
   “No.  Like just a couple minutes ago I was playing Angry Birds with Jamie in the lobby and that felt really good.  We were having fun like we used to.”
 
   “I see.  You miss your friend.”
 
   “Yeah.  Is there anything wrong with that?”
 
   “Of course not.  Jamie was very important to you, wasn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.  She was my best friend in the whole world.”  I take out the necklace so he can see it.  “I thought about getting rid of this, but I couldn’t.  She’s still my friend, you know?”
 
   “I see.  But you still have other friends, don’t you?  Friends closer to your own age?”
 
   “Sure, there’s still Grace.”
 
   “What about Madison?  Isn’t she your friend?”
 
   My face turns warm again.  I nod.  “I kind of forget that she’s my friend now, not my little sister.”  I laugh stupidly.  “Pretty dumb, huh?”
 
   “Not at all.  You were sisters for almost six months.  I’m sure you forged a bond during that time.”
 
   “I thought we did.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   “As soon as we got out of the hospital, she went to stay with Grace.  I mean, that same day.  She hardly even said goodbye to me, she was in such a hurry to get back to that smelly old apartment.”  I put a hand up before Dr. Macintosh can say anything.  “I know it’s wrong to think that.  I know she loves Grace.”
 
   “And she doesn’t love you?”
 
   “Not in that way.”  
 
   “So you’re feeling something akin to empty nest syndrome?  Your little bird has flown the nest and you’re all alone?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.  It’s just that for those few months we were so close, probably closer than when I was her dad.”  I cross my arms over my little B-cup breasts.  “Now I’m back to being the third wheel.”
 
   “I’m sure Madison still values your friendship.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  She’s only sent me one text since we left the hospital.  You know what it said:  ‘Fat sex is great!’  Oh, that’s kind of a spoiler, I guess.  You haven’t seen her yet, have you?”
 
   “No, but Dr. Palmer told me she’s put on a bit of weight.”
 
   “Yeah, a bit.”
 
   “How does it make you feel that she’s put on that weight?”
 
   “It sucks.”
 
   “Very succinct.”
 
   “What else can I say?  It sucks she’s fat.  I would have given anything to make her just the way she was before all of this.  Before I—”
 
   I start to cry.  Dr. Macintosh brings me a box of tissues.  “You still feel it’s your fault all of this happened?” he asks me.  I can only nod in response.  “Speaking from personal experience, Dr. Ling was a very sick individual.  He would have gotten to you eventually.”
 
   “But not Maddy.  He didn’t want her.  Just me.”
 
   “Maybe.  Maybe he did want her.  Or maybe if he didn’t get her he would have taken your friend Grace or Mrs. Madigan or Mr. Madigan.”
 
   “So you’re telling me it could have been worse, right?  Everything more or less worked out for the best, except Maddy is shopping at plus size stores and I’m—”
 
   “You’re what?” he asks.
 
   “I don’t know.”  I wave at myself.  “I don’t even know who I’m supposed to be anymore.”
 
   “Who do you want to be?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say again.
 
   He reaches beside him for the mirror.  I’m reluctant to take the thing, worried about what I’ll see.  “Go on, tell me what you see.”
 
   I force myself to look into the glass.  In it I see the pieces of myself:  the glasses and Asian features of Stacey Chang; the shy smile of Stacey Chance; the steel in my eyes of Detective Steve Fischer.  “I see a girl who’s sweet and a little shy, but who’s tough when she has to be.  I see a girl who cares about her friends, especially Madison.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “No.  I see a girl who loves to sing.  Maybe she won’t ever be a famous singer like Lady Gaga, but she wants to go on stage and make people happy, like she did at that presentation.”
 
   “That’s very good, Stacey.”
 
   “I passed the test?”
 
   “You’re getting there.”
 
   I clear my throat.  “I was looking online the other day at the schedule for my old school—community college, not St. Andrew’s.  Did you know they have a lot of classes about music?  Not just listening to it or playing an instrument either.  I saw this songwriting class I thought might be interesting.”
 
   “You want to be a songwriter?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I think at least I’d like to know how to do it.  I mean when Darren wrote that song for me—the one we did for the encore—I looked at it and it was like Greek, you know?  All those squiggly symbols and stuff.  If I’m going to sing, it might be nice to know what all those mean.”
 
   “I think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “If I can still sing.  I’m not sure I can even do it anymore.  It’ll probably sound like one of those Chipmunk songs.”
 
   “Let’s find out.  Go ahead and sing something.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well, OK, but don’t be too hard on me.”  I clear my throat a couple of times.  I take a deep breath.  Then, like the last time I sang in his office, I do “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”  It sounds a little screechy to my ears.
 
   Dr. Macintosh is far more forgiving.  “That’s very nice.  With some training you could be a soprano.”
 
   “You mean like a gangster?”
 
   “No, I mean like an opera singer.  Soprano is the highest range.”
 
   “Opera?  Yuck.”
 
   “You can sing popular music too.  Or maybe you could be an actress on Broadway.”
 
   I shiver at that and remember how hard it was to be on stage the last time.  If Darren hadn’t been there I’d have probably run away again.  “I don’t know, maybe.”  I laugh stupidly.  “You see what I mean, though?  You say soprano and I think you’re talking about TV.”
 
   “Do you think you might want to get a degree in music?”
 
   “I don’t know about that.  It’s a little soon to decide.”
 
   “True.  You’re young.  You have time.”
 
   “I guess.”  I clear my throat again.  “I never really got the chance to thank you for saving me and Maddy.  If you hadn’t shown up then, he probably would have shipped us both to China.  Or just killed us.”
 
   “It was my pleasure.”
 
   “Jake’s still pissed you totaled his car to do it.”
 
   We share a smile at that.  “I’ll have to reimburse him for the repairs.”
 
   “Or you could help him fix it.  You two could go work in the garage, a couple of manly men getting all greasy.”  As I say this, I start to see the scene in my head and my face turns warm out of embarrassment.  I squeak, “Or not.  Whatever.”
 
   “I can’t promise I’d be a lot of help.  I don’t know much about cars.”
 
   “Yeah, you can’t even drive a stick.”  There’s something else I haven’t told Dr. Macintosh:  ever since that night he saved us, I’ve dreamed about him.  It’s more like I’ve fantasized about him.  After I woke up, I kept seeing him in my mind, in the doorway of the lavatory, the blood on his face and gun in his hand, like James Bond.  I remember how warm and safe I felt to be with him.  
 
   That explains why I shoot out of my chair to kiss him.  It’s kind of like when I kissed Darren, at least until he opens his mouth.  Darren and I were too little to ever use tongues.  We never made a kiss last this long either, to the point where I’m about to pass out.
 
   Only then do I pull away, to sag onto my chair.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper once I’ve caught my breath.
 
   He straightens his tie, smoothes down his hair, and then says, “I think that’s it for today.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite how my last gig ended, the karaoke bar is eager to take me back.  The price is down to just one hundred dollars.  That’s OK; I don’t care about the money so much as to see if I can really do it.  For the next week I practice the songs Darren and I used to do, except I don’t have him to accompany me.  Tess is the closest I have to a music coach, though she’d applaud if I burped the alphabet.
 
   On the way to the karaoke bar I think about Dr. Macintosh.  I sent him an e-vite, but I doubt he’ll show up.  He’s probably too embarrassed about it.  I’m a little embarrassed too.  That was really the first time I acted like I was seventeen, doing something stupid and impulsive.  Maybe me being so young is part of the problem.  Technically it’s illegal for us to kiss, at least until I’m eighteen.  But my ID says I’m nineteen and inside I’m over fifty, which I’m sure he knows too.
 
   My fan club is already at the bar; Grace and Maddy are in the front row like last time.  They’ve got seats saved for Tess and Jake.  “You look great,” Grace says.  
 
   Then it’s Maddy’s turn.  She still isn’t used to being so big; when she hugs me it’s so tight I expect to hear bones snap.  “Go get ‘em, big sis.”
 
   “Thanks, little sis,” I say and we both smile.  
 
   From there I’m on my own.  Before my knees would be jelly and my stomach doing flips.  Not this time.  I feel pretty good about it.  When I worry about it, I remember that applause during my presentation with Darren.  I remind myself I can do this; I can be a singer.  It’s my gift.  Not the best gift I’ve got from all this.  That gift sits in the front row:  my daughter, my best friend, and my surrogate grandparents.  Eighteen months ago I had no one but Jake and a bottle and now I have a whole little family.  What’s not to like about that?
 
   I go off to a corner backstage so I can run through my scales.  This new voice takes a little getting used to.  As I continue to practice, I hear the emcee say, “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have a special treat.  Back for a return engagement, Miss Stacey Chance.”
 
   There’s a smattering of applause, most of it probably from my family.  I take a couple of deep breaths and then go out there.  There are a lot of people in the bar, a lot of eyes on me.  A month ago I would have been terrified, but now I just smile.  I can do this, I tell myself.  After all the weird shit I’ve been through in the last eighteen months, this should be easy.
 
   I count off to three and then signal the emcee to hit it.  The karaoke machine isn’t much of an accompaniment.  It’s just a dumb machine, not at all like Darren, with his passion for the music I could feed off of.  I do the best I can; I close my eyes and focus on singing “Anything Goes.”
 
   The song ends and the applause goes way up from when I was introduced.  Now they see I’m not the usual drunk girl here to make an ass of herself.  “Thanks,” I say.  “I’m glad you enjoyed it.  Now here’s one of my personal favorites.”
 
   About halfway through my performance, I notice someone in the back of the bar.  Not some drunk college kid who wants me to take off my clothes.  It’s much better than that.  Dr. Macintosh leans against the back wall.  He smiles at me and nods his head in time to the music.  I stop looking at the rest of the audience and just focus on him, to watch his reactions.  He must love it, as he applauds and even whistles at me.
 
   I remember the last time I was up here, how I thought of Dr. Macintosh kissing me backstage.  That thought had scared the hell out of me, which had prompted me to run away and get into this whole mess.  This time I’d like nothing better than for that fantasy to come true.
 
   By the time I finish, my face is covered in sweat and I feel like I’ve run two marathons back-to-back.  Not that the audience cares.  They of course want an encore.  I’m off to the side of the stage, chugging a bottle of water, when the emcee asks if I’ll do an encore.  I nod to him.  When I can talk, I say, “But it’s not in your machine, so I’ll do it unaccompanied.”
 
   “Sure, why not?” he says.
 
   Before he can go back out, I whisper in his ear, “And I think I deserve a big fucking raise.”  I let him digest that and then walk back to the center of the stage.  It takes a minute for the applause to die down.  I hate how young my voice sounds when I say, “Hi everyone!”
 
   I take a deep breath and then focus on Dr. Macintosh.  He stares back at me with anticipation.  I’m not about to disappoint him.  “This next song was written by a good friend of mine.  He’s a really bright young songwriter with a great future ahead of him.”
 
   It’s too dark in the bar and the stage lights too bright for me to see Dr. Macintosh’s reaction.  I close my eyes then and bob my head as I hear the intro in my mind.  “Stacey, you brighten my days—”
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Chapter 1
 
   As someone who grew up in the early ‘70s, I used to make fun of the kids who listened to Bob Dylan and James Taylor and all that hippie folk shit.  Then were the “feminists” with their Joni Mitchell and Joan Baez and all that stuff that prompted girls to burn their bras.  I didn’t care about any of that; I was a rock n roller.  My idols were Creedence, the Stones, and Zeppelin. 
 
   So it’s funny that forty years later I lie in bed with an acoustic guitar in my lap while I strum the chords idly.  The me from back in the ‘70s would laugh at the little Chinese girl with her big guitar and tiny voice.  He would say, “That’s not real music!”
 
   And to be honest I don’t like the acoustic guitar.  I took a whole class on how to play it, but I can still only play a couple of chords.  While an electric guitar might feel a little more natural to me, I can’t bring an amplifier to bed.  So I make do with the acoustic while I scribble in a notebook.
 
   “Hey babe,” I call out, “what’s a word that rhymes with orange?”
 
   Mac sticks his head out of the bathroom door.  “Orange,” he says.
 
   “That’s what I’m asking.”
 
   “Nothing rhymes with orange except orange.”
 
   “Oh.  Shit.”  I cross out the line I’ve just written.
 
   I stare at the notebook for a long time and think.  I barely passed my songwriting class in college and that was only because I cheated.  I paid Mac’s nephew a hundred bucks to write a song for me.  He can write songs pretty much in his sleep while I struggle to get two lines down.
 
   Mac only wears a towel as he crosses the bedroom.  He leans down to kiss the top of my head.  “You’re trying too hard,” he says.
 
   I put the guitar down.  “I’m supposed to be a musician,” I say.  “What kind of musician can’t play an instrument or write her own songs?”
 
   “You’re a singer,” he says.  “There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “But I want to be more,” I insist.
 
   Mac sits on the edge of the bed.  In that level tone he uses with patients he asks, “Why do you think you need to be more than a singer?”
 
   “I guess I want people to think I’m an artist, not just some girl with a cute voice.”
 
   Unlike his patients, he gives me a kiss on the cheek.  “That’s an admirable goal, but there’s no reason you can’t be an artist with only your voice.  That throat of yours is an instrument too, just like the guitar.  You can use it to interpret songs however you want.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know you can.  You’re my little songbird.”  He gives me a longer kiss, this one on the lips.  I try to pull him down onto the bed with me, but he resists.  He pulls back from me and gives me a smile.  “I’d like to, but I have to go.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I say and pout.  
 
   “Are you free for dinner tonight?”
 
   “I might have to move some things around, but sure,” I say with a grin.  I don’t really have any plans except to sit on the couch with Tess; we’ll watch Grey’s Anatomy and pig out on ice cream while I mope about what a shitty songwriter I am.
 
   “Great.  I was thinking Lorenzo’s at eight.”
 
   “That’s pretty swanky,” I say.
 
   “There’s something I think we need to talk about.  Something important.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.  We can’t talk about it now?”
 
   He kisses my cheek again.  “I’d like to, but I have to get moving.”
 
   “I should probably get going too,” I say.  “If someone left me any hot water.”
 
   “There should be plenty if you don’t take too long.”
 
   “Me?  Never.”  I dart into the bathroom and shut the door before Mac can say anything.  I lean against the door and sigh.  I know what Mac wants to talk about.  Tonight he’ll finally ask me to be Mrs. Robert Macintosh.
 
   ***
 
   On the train the old lady across from me gives me a dirty look.  Before long she’ll probably ask why I’m not in school.  That happens at least once a month.
 
   It’s an easy mistake to make.  I’m dressed in a white blouse and short plaid skirt.  I’ve got my bright red hair—dyed to match the red of my glasses—put up in cute pigtails.  Add to it that I’m only a smidge over five feet tall and it’s easy to see why most people think I’m fourteen or fifteen, not twenty-three.
 
   I’m not really twenty-three either; that’s just what my state ID says.  My body is only about twenty-one.  My head is a lot older than that, more like fifty-five years old.  It gets really complicated around my birthday to decide how many candles we’re supposed to put on the cake.
 
   Before the old lady can say anything, my stop comes up.  I get off in the garment district and as is customary, I stop to buy a copy of The District Discourse.  I wouldn’t usually touch a rag like that, except for the article on page 3A about a counterfeit subway token ring broken up by the police; the byline for the article says, “Madison Griffith.”  The article is short enough that I can read it in two minutes in the subway station.  Then I go up to street level.
 
   It’s not a long walk to Second Chances Boutique.  The ‘Boutique’ part is a pretty fanciful description since it’s just a rundown little hole of a shop stuffed with old clothes no one else wanted.  But it’s my rundown little hole of a shop, at least for now.  If my singing career ever takes off and I have to do world tours with the Rolling Stones, then that might change.
 
   The front door is already unlocked.  I see Maddy at the counter with her iPad.  She looks up at me and gives me a stern look.  “You’re late,” she says.
 
   “The boss is never late,” I say.  I hold up the newspaper so she can see it.  “They gave you the front page of the metro section, huh?”
 
   She snorts at this.  “Yeah and then they cut it down to like two hundred words so they could stuff a few more ads in there.”  She shakes her head.  “For an indie paper they’re pretty corporate.”
 
   “It’s a job, right?”
 
   “Yeah, beats the Krappy Koffee,” she says.  The Kozee Koffee is a couple of doors away; Maddy worked as a barista there for five years, until she lost her job after she went missing for six months.  Six months we spent as a couple of little Chinese sisters, me ten and Maddy five.  She might have been able to get her job back, but then she saw a flier for the Discourse, which was new and in dire need of anyone with real journalism chops.  
 
   “What’s next for Lois Lane?” I ask.
 
   “I’m doing a retrospective on this Uwe Vollmer guy.”
 
   “Who’s that?” I ask, though I already know the answer.  I was the one to slap the cuffs on Vollmer and send him up the river.  But there’s no way a cute little girl like me would know anything about him.
 
   “He was this serial killer, they called him the Skinhead Strangler.”
 
   “He killed skinheads?”
 
   “No, he was a skinhead.  He strangled a bunch of people around here and in Chinatown.  They were all minorities.  That was his thing; he was trying to purify the city or something.”
 
   “But they caught him, didn’t they?”
 
   “Yeah, my dad and Grandpa Jake caught him.  He’s still in prison, but it’s been twenty-five years, so we’re doing this whole series about the case.  Real true crime stuff.”  Maddy sighs.  “They’ll probably cut it down to a hundred words so they can put in a half-page ad for some cell phone store.”
 
   “I’m sure they won’t do that.”
 
   “Anyway, I was going to ask Grandpa Jake about the case later.”
 
   I could give her all the material she needs, but I haven’t ever told Maddy about my former life as Detective Steve Fischer.  We weren’t on the best terms before I “died” and was reborn as cute little Stacey Chance thanks to a shot of a drug called FY-1978.  Mac says at some point I’ll have to do it, but I’ve continued to put that off.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll give you whatever he can,” I say instead.
 
   “But hey, tonight we can have a family dinner, just like old times, except I won’t have to sit on a booster seat.”
 
   “That sounds great, but Mac and I are going out tonight.  To Lorenzo’s.”
 
   “That’s a pretty classy place.  Is it your anniversary or something?”
 
   “No.”  I can’t contain my excitement anymore.  “I think he’s going to pop the question.”
 
   We squeal like a couple of schoolgirls.  Maddy grabs me and crushes me in a hug.  When she became an adult again she weighed two hundred fifty pounds.  She’s lost a hundred of that, so she’s still a bit heavy, especially with someone like me who only weighs a hundred.  “Oh my God!” she says.  “I can’t believe it!”
 
   I feel my face turn warm.  I sit down on the stool behind the counter.  “Well, I’m not a hundred percent sure yet.  But it makes sense.  He said he wanted to talk about something important and I mean we’re pretty much living together, so what else could it be?”
 
   “Wow, that is so awesome,” Maddy says.  “Little Stacey is getting married.  To a doctor, even.”
 
   “A psychologist,” I amend.
 
   “I never thought you would be the one to marry a shrink first.”
 
   Right on cue Maddy’s shrink comes down the stairs.  Grace is already dressed and made up for her shift at the Windover Rehabilitation Clinic.  “What’s going on down here?” she asks.
 
   “Stacey’s getting married!” Maddy blurts out before I can.
 
   Grace’s reaction is a lot more subdued.  She hugs me, not nearly as bone-crushingly tight as Maddy.  “Congratulations,” she says.  “Dr. Macintosh finally asked you?”
 
   “Not yet, but he’s taking me to Lorenzo’s and said he wants to talk about something important, so you know—”
 
   “That’s so wonderful,” Grace says.  “You deserve it.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.
 
   Grace checks her watch.  “I have to run.  We’ll have to talk about it later.”
 
   She gives Maddy a kiss before she leaves, but I note how brief and chaste that kiss is, not like their usual goodbye kisses.  Then Grace is out the door.
 
   ***
 
   The good thing about managing a clothes store, especially one like the Second Chances Boutique, is it makes clothes shopping easier.  Most of the time the only problem I have is to find stuff small enough to fit me.  When Grace ran the place she avoided taking kid’s clothes, but I rescinded that policy if only because teen sizes are the ones better suited for me.
 
   I browse the formal wear, to look for something classy enough to wear to Lorenzo’s.  I want to have something really nice for this special occasion, an occasion I’ll remember for the rest of my life.  As I browse, I run a hand along one red pigtail.  “You think I’ll have time to dye this back?” I ask Maddy, who’s still on her iPad.
 
   “What?”  She looks up from the computer, startled.
 
   “My hair.  You think I could get it dyed back before tonight?”
 
   “Your hair is cute.  It goes really well with the glasses.”
 
   “I just mean if we’re going to a fancy restaurant, it might be nice to look normal.”
 
   “Lots of people have red hair.”
 
   “Not this red.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Some help you are,” I grumble.  Maddy’s probably not the best one to ask on that subject.  When I first met her as Stacey, she had pink hair.  She’s let it go natural since then, back to the light brown she got from her mom’s side of the family.
 
   “Does it really make that much difference what color your hair is?”
 
   “It matters to me.  I want this to be perfect.”
 
   “Then you probably shouldn’t have dyed it in the first place.”
 
   “You’re the one who thought I should do it.”
 
   “So?  You didn’t have to do it.”
 
   “Fine, whatever,” I say, to give her a taste of her own medicine.  “Maybe I’ll wear a holey T-shirt and some acid-washed jeans.”
 
   “Do whatever you want.  It’s your life.”
 
   “What’s your problem?”
 
   “Maybe that I’m trying to work and you keep pestering me.”
 
   “This is my store.  I can pester whoever I want.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll go upstairs.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   Maddy slips her iPad into her bag, which she slings over one shoulder.  She stomps up the stairs to the apartment she and Grace have shared for about nine years.  They’ve considered moving, but it’s hard to find a decent place in their price range in this city.  
 
   I continue to browse the racks for a few minutes.  When I can’t find anything good enough, I go into the backroom.  There are always a couple of boxes there for stuff I haven’t sorted yet.  As I sift through the clothes, I find a black dress at the bottom that’s in my size.  I pull it out so I can examine it for any holes or weird smells.  There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with it.  
 
   Just to make sure, I try it on in the dressing room.  I take the rubber bands out of my hair so it can flow freely to about the middle of my back.  I do a little turn in the mirror.  It looks pretty good.  Not as perfect as I’d like.  If I had the money, I’d go downtown to one of the upscale stores and buy something that costs a couple thousand.  Maybe when I’m Mrs. Macintosh I’ll be able to afford that.  For now I have to make do.
 
   I change out of the dress, satisfied it’ll work for my big night.  It does need ironed, though, to get out some wrinkles from being stuck at the bottom of a box for weeks.  I put a sign on the door to tell anyone who happens by—which isn’t often—that I’ll be back in five minutes.  Then I lock the door and go upstairs.
 
   I expect to find Maddy in the living room, but she’s not there.  “Maddy?” I call out.  I don’t get an answer back.  It’s always possible she used the fire escape as she often does.
 
   There’s an easier explanation:  Maddy’s in the bedroom.  I can hear her crying through the door.  “Maddy?  Are you all right?”
 
   “Leave me alone,” she says.
 
   I ignore this and open the door.  She’s curled up on the bed; she clutches a pink bunny she named Mrs. Hoppy during that brief time she was my little sister.  Her face is turned away from me, but I can still hear her cry.
 
   I sit down on the bed and put one hand on her thigh.  “I’m sorry about downstairs,” I say.
 
   “It’s not that,” she mumbles.
 
   “Then what is it?” I ask.  Maddy doesn’t say anything.  “Come on, you can tell your big sister.”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”  Despite being an adult for the last four years, Maddy still sometimes slips back into a toddler when she gets upset.  Mac calls it a defense mechanism that she should eventually outgrow.
 
   I try to use the calm, level voice Mac uses with his patients, which included Maddy when she was little.  “Madison, please, don’t shut me out.  Whatever’s wrong, we can talk about it.” 
 
   “No.  I don’t wanna,” she says again, her voice muffled by Mrs. Hoppy.
 
   “Madison, look at me.  You’re a big girl now, remember?”
 
   She looks up from the bunny.  Her eyes are puffy and her mascara runs.  “I remember,” she says.  “I just don’t wanna talk.”
 
   “What’s this about?  You were fine earlier.”  Now that I think about it, she was fine until Grace came downstairs.  I remember how evasive Grace acted, how quickly she left and how chaste her kiss with Maddy was.  “Are you and Grace having problems?”
 
   Maddy squeezes the bunny until I expect its stuffing to come out.  “It’s not fair.  You’re going to get married.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I thought you would be happy for me.”
 
   “I am.  It’s just not fair.  I mean, Grace and I have been together almost nine years and she still doesn’t want to marry me.  I thought once they made it legal she’d want to, but she doesn’t.  She says we don’t need to get some piece of paper.”
 
   “That’s true,” I say.  “All that really matters is you love each other.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  That’s why you’re so excited about Dr. Mac asking you.”
 
   I can’t argue with her.  Love is good, but there’s something special about being able to call Mac my husband.  Maybe I’m just too old-fashioned.  “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “I kind of hoped when she heard you were getting married she might ask me.”
 
   “You could always ask her.  It’s not the Dark Ages anymore.”
 
   “I have and she keeps saying no.”  Maddy shakes her head.  “Maybe we’re not supposed to be together.”
 
   “Don’t say that.  You and Grace are a great couple.  You’re made for each other.”
 
   “Then why doesn’t she want to marry me?” Maddy wails.
 
   “I don’t know.”  I put a hand on her back, to let her cry herself out.
 
   When she’s finished, Maddy runs a hand through my hair.  “I think I still have some black dye in the bathroom.  It should be dry before your date.”
 
   “Great,” I say.  I follow her into the bathroom to get ready for my big night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   I close up the store at four o’clock.  Only three customers came in, which isn’t unusual.  The sooner I can get my singing career on track, the better; this store certainly won’t give me much financial security.  Not that I’ll need that if I’m the wife of an important child psychologist.  Still, it’d be nice to have a little financial independence.
 
   It’s windy on the walk from the train station.  In a way that’s good since my hair is still a little tacky from the quick dye job Maddy gave me.  The bad part is the wind whips around the garment bag for my dress like a sail.  It takes all the strength in my ropy muscles to hold on to the thing.  I check my watch as I walk and see it’s almost five o’clock.  Just three hours until I’m supposed to be at the restaurant.
 
   I find Tess in the kitchen, as usual.  I tap her on the shoulder as she seasons some pork chops.  She spins around and lets out a little gasp.  “Oh my,” she says.  “I didn’t think you were going to be home so early.”
 
   “I closed up early,” I say.  “I probably should have called.  Mac asked me out to dinner tonight.”
 
   “That’s all right.  I’ll just pop your pork chops back into the fridge.  They should keep for another day.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I clear my throat.  “He, um, said he wants to talk.  About something really important.  I think he’s going to ask me the question.”
 
   She stares at me for a moment, her eyes wide.  “That’s wonderful,” she says.  She leans forward to hug me.  She runs a hand through my hair and comes back with a little dye on her hand.  “This must be new.”
 
   “Yeah.  I kind of thought I should look normal tonight.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with how you look, dear,” Tess lies.  I know she’s not a fan of my punk schoolgirl look.  As someone raised in a strict Episcopalian home, she finds it a little too unconventional.  But she cares about me too much to say anything.
 
   “I was hoping you could help me with my hair and stuff.”  I hold up the garment bag.  “I got a dress already.”
 
   “Of course I’ll help you, dear.  You just go upstairs and I’ll be up in a minute.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandma.”  I still call her that despite that she isn’t my grandma.  Maddy and I got used to referring to her and Jake as our grandparents when we were their little charges and the labels stuck.  I think Tess likes it, since she had been robbed of the chance to be a real grandmother when her daughter Jenny died of cancer nearly a decade ago.
 
   I hang the dress on the back of the door in my room.  This used to be Jenny’s room.  I still sleep on her bed and use her vanity.  The posters on the wall—a mix of Georgia O’Keefe reprints and concert posters for old-time female singers like Billie Holiday—are mine, as are the clothes in the closet and drawers.  I look through the drawers to find some underpants, a bra, and some black stockings.
 
   Tess comes up a few minutes later.  I’ve gotten a lot better at doing my hair and makeup in the last five years, but Tess is still the master.  Since I want tonight to be perfect, I let her handle it.  She clucks her tongue as she runs a comb through my snarled hair.  “You really have to be more careful, dear,” she says.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  You’re young.”
 
   “I’m not that young.  I’m twenty-three.  I mean, on the inside.”
 
   “I know, dear.  I only meant sometimes young people are a little careless.”
 
   I digest that comment for a minute.  Then I ask, “Do you think I should marry Robert?”
 
   “He’s a very nice man.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked.  Do you think I should marry him?”
 
   “That’s not up to me, dear.”
 
   “Which means no, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I’m not sure it’s a good idea.  You’re still so young.  I’m not sure you should be tying yourself down so soon.”
 
   “Why not?  You got married at my age.”
 
   “That’s true, but it was different back then.”
 
   “Not that different.  I mean it was only like thirty years ago.  After women’s lib and all that stuff.”  I glare at her in the mirror.  “I thought you of all people would approve.”
 
   “Getting married is a lot of responsibility—”
 
   “So you think I’m not responsible?  I have a job.  I finished school.  I got a degree.”  A useless degree in Music History, but it’s still a college degree.
 
   “I know, dear.  I’m very proud of you.”
 
   “But you don’t think I can be a wife?  Is it because I can’t cook?”
 
   “It’s not that.”  Tess sighs.  She needs a minute before she says, “The way I was brought up, marriage is a sacred commitment.  It’s supposed to last a lifetime.  I’m not sure you’re ready for that yet, dear.”
 
   When I look in the mirror it’s easy to see why Tess would think that.  A girl who goes around in bright red pigtails and wears a naughty schoolgirl outfit, who routinely gets mistaken for a fourteen-year-old, doesn’t look like someone ready to settle down for the next forty or fifty years.  “I get it.  You think I’m immature, right?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But you’re thinking it.  I can tell.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I just don’t want you to do something rash.”
 
   “We’ve been dating for over three years now.  It’s not like I picked him up in Atlantic City two weeks ago.”
 
   “I know.”  She starts to comb my hair again.  “I suppose I still think of you as my little granddaughter.  I forget what a capable young woman you are.”
 
   I reach behind me for her free hand.  “I’ll always be your little granddaughter.  But I’m a grown-up now.  Robert and I love each other just as much as you and Grandpa.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, dear.”  She gives my hand a squeeze and then sets back to work.
 
   ***
 
   It boosts Tess’s argument that I need her to drive me back into the city.  I know how to drive, but Stacey Chance doesn’t have a driver’s license.  As a woman I haven’t needed it since I can usually take the train into the city.  On those times I can’t, Jake or Tess gives me a lift.
 
   In this case I was all set to take the train, but Tess insisted she drive me.  She doesn’t like me to walk around by myself at night.  I’m quick to agree with her since a young woman, nicely-dressed and alone, makes a great target for the scum who run around at night.  At the very least it’ll keep my hair and dress from being messed up by the wind.
 
   Along the way I check myself in the mirror.  Tess put my hair up to help me look a little older.  I have on the contacts I rarely wear because I hate the mess of them.  All that makes me look at least seventeen.  People will probably think I’m on my way to my senior prom.
 
   Lorenzo’s is an Italian restaurant that’s more than a hundred years old.  The neighborhood around it used to be Italian too, but in the last couple decades it has become more Puerto Rican than anything.  Despite that, it’s still one of the highest-rated restaurants in the city, the kind of place I could never afford to take my ex-wife to, not on a cop’s salary.  I doubt Tess has ever seen the inside of the place either.
 
   So she won’t mess up my makeup, she kisses my bangs.  “You have a good time, sweetheart,” she says.  “And congratulations.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandma.”  I give her a kiss on the cheek and then step out of the car.  There are already a number of people waiting, none of them Mac.  I see on the clock that it’s fifteen minutes to eight.  I’m early; he’ll probably show up in a few minutes.  In case he might have run into an emergency, I take my phone from my purse.  I don’t see any messages from him.  He must be on his way.
 
   I go up to the maitre d’, who raises a skeptical eyebrow.  “Eight o’clock reservation for Macintosh,” I say.
 
   He checks his book.  “Ah yes, Dr. Macintosh has already been seated.  This way.”
 
   He leads me into the main dining room.  It’s done in the old style with candles in jars on checkered tablecloths.  The vines by the ceiling that surround the dining room have been there since the place opened, something I learned when I checked Zagat’s on my phone earlier.
 
   Mac already sits at the table that’s near the middle.  He’s dressed in a dark suit and tie, his hair neatly combed.  No five o’clock shadow, which means he must have stopped at home before he came here.
 
   He gets up as I approach.  He gives me a gentlemanly kiss on the cheek.  “You look wonderful,” he says.  The maitre d’ gives us another skeptical look.  A few other people look at us too.  That’s not unusual when we go out; people think Mac is robbing the cradle, though I was born a good fifteen years before him.
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  He pulls back my seat for me.  It took me a little while to get used to a guy doing that for me instead of me doing it for someone else.
 
   Our waiter appears.  I let Mac order a bottle of wine for us; he’s a lot more knowledgeable about that stuff than I am.  I usually stuck to beer or whiskey when I used to drink.  After the waiter’s gone, I lean forward in anticipation.
 
   Of course he won’t make it that easy.  He picks up his menu, which is thankfully written in English.  “Would you like an appetizer?” he asks.
 
   “I’m not really hungry,” I say.  “I think I’ll just have a salad.”
 
   “I was thinking of getting the calamari.  I hear it’s good.”  Zagat’s said the same thing, but squid sounds awful to me.  He sees me make a face at this announcement.  “You don’t like calamari?”
 
   “I don’t really like seafood.  I’m more of a meat and potatoes kind of girl.”
 
   “They have steaks if that’s more to your liking.”
 
   “No thanks.  I had a big lunch,” I say, though I only ate a cup of yogurt from Maddy’s fridge.  This little body doesn’t require a lot of food; sometimes I go all day on a cup of yogurt or a side salad.
 
   “Are you nervous?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   He takes my hand.  “There’s nothing to be nervous about.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Stacey, I love you, but you already knew that.”
 
   “I love you too,” I say.  This is it, I tell myself.
 
   The moment is spoiled when the waiter returns with our bottle of wine.  It’s a white wine with some fancy, expensive-sounding name.  After the waiter pours my glass, I hold it up, and check to see if there might be a ring inside, though I doubt Mac would do anything so cheesy. 
 
   There’s nothing in the glass.  The waiter asks for our orders.  “I’ll just have the garden salad,” I say.  “No dressing.”
 
   “And for the gentleman?”
 
   Mac orders his calamari in some kind of sauce.  He gets a bowl of soup too.  I brace myself during this; as soon as the waiter is gone Mac will ask me to be his wife.  I’ll tell him yes and we’ll kiss while the restaurant applauds for us, the happy couple.
 
   I take another sip from my glass before the waiter scurries away.  Mac takes my free hand.  “When you first came to my office, I thought you were another troubled teenager.  But by the end of that session I saw there was something different about you.  There was something special about you, something magical.
 
   “When I heard you sing for the first time at that karaoke bar, I knew I was falling in love with you.  But then you disappeared for two months and I was devastated.  I thought I was to blame for making you uncomfortable.”
 
   “Oh, Mac, no—”
 
   “Just let me finish,” he says.  “The next time I saw you, you were a little girl, but I could see you were still the same woman I had started to fall for.  I have to admit I was a little jealous to find out you and Darren were an item.
 
   “The worst moment of my life was when I boarded Ling’s plane.  I thought for sure I would find you dead, if someone didn’t kill me first.  But then I found you and Maddy, both still alive.  I was overjoyed and I promised myself I’d wait as long as I had to for you.
 
   “When you became an adult again, I wasn’t sure if you would feel the same way about me as I did about you.  That kiss you gave me is still the happiest moment of my life.  I knew then I had found someone I could love forever.”
 
   Here it comes, I tell myself.  I ready myself for him to get down on one knee and pull out a ring.  He still sits as he continues, “I’ve felt so privileged these last four years to watch you grow as a person.  I feel so lucky when I get to wake up next to you.  I really want that to continue.  So I wanted to ask—”
 
   My whole body tenses as I wait for him to ask me.  He’s taken his time to work up to it, but it will all be worthwhile.  This will be the most beautiful moment of my life except for when Maddy was born.  Nothing could top that, except if I have my own baby—Mac’s baby.
 
   “I wanted to ask if you would move in with me.  Full-time.  No more going back and forth to your grandparents.”
 
   I stare at him for a long time.  That’s the strangest marriage proposal I’ve ever heard.  “What was that?”
 
   “I want you to move in with me.  If you’re not ready yet—”
 
   “Oh, I’m ready.  Sure,” I say.
 
   “You don’t want to?”
 
   “No, I want to.  Really.”
 
   “Stacey, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.  I’m happy.”  I force myself to smile.  “I’m very happy.  I definitely want to live with you.”
 
   “Are you worried about your grandparents?  Is that the problem?”
 
   “Jake can’t get rid of me fast enough,” I say.  “Tess will be bummed out a little, but she’ll get over it.”
 
   Mac stares at me.  He finally says, “You’re sending me conflicting signals.  You’re saying you’re happy, but you look disappointed.  What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.  Nothing at all.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Just drop it!  I’m fine.  Everything’s fine.  Tomorrow we can go get a moving van.  Probably not a big one since I don’t have that much stuff.  It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two except for the traffic.”  I try to sound cheery, but inside my heart breaks.  I think about having to tell Tess I’m not getting married after all.  It will be worse to tell Maddy after how upset she got about my announcement.  I’ll probably need to borrow Mrs. Hoppy to cry into.
 
   “Stacey, what aren’t you telling me?  Please, don’t hide from me.”
 
   I pull my hand away and then stand up.  “I have to use the little girl’s room,” I announce.  I even ask a waiter where the bathroom is and head in that direction.  Once I’m sure Mac doesn’t see me, I bolt for the front doors.
 
   ***
 
   There aren’t any cabs out front, so I continue to walk.  I curse the vanity that made me wear these spike heels so I’d seem taller; they’re almost impossible to run in.  I have to settle for walking fast.
 
   Not fast enough.  I get about two blocks, into a neighborhood where a little Chinese girl in a nice dress shouldn’t be.  When someone touches my shoulder I spin around, prepared to deliver a kick to the crotch.
 
   It’s just Mac.  I resist the urge to go through with the crotch kick.  “Stacey, what are you doing out here?  Where are you going?”
 
   “Home.  By that I mean Jake and Tess’s place.”
 
   “So you don’t want to move in with me.”
 
   “No, I do want to move in with you.”
 
   “Then why did you run away?”  He puts both hands on my shoulders.  “Stacey, please, tell me what’s going on.  Help me understand.”
 
   I look down at my black spike heels.  “I do want to live with you.  As your wife, not your girlfriend.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t realize—”
 
   “You didn’t realize?  That’s rich.  What was I supposed to think when you said you had something important to discuss?  We’ve been together for over three years!  I have half my shit in your place already.  It’s not much of a big deal about moving the other half in.”
 
   He doesn’t say anything for a minute.  Then he nods to me.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.  I didn’t mean to mislead you.”
 
   “I’m such an idiot.  I told everyone we were getting married:  Maddy, Grace, and Tess.  Now I’ve got to tell them I was being stupid.  My boyfriend doesn’t want to marry me.  He just wants to play house.”
 
   “That’s not true—”
 
   “It is true!  God, Tess is going to have a fit.  I mean, she can barely stand me sleeping over there a few nights a week.”  I snort in very unladylike fashion.  “To think she was worried about me being too immature for marriage.  Turns out she got the wrong person.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Hey, I understand.  Do you know how hard it was for me to propose to Debbie?  I had to get skunked first.”
 
   “That’s not—”
 
   “Oh, it’s not?  So maybe I’m the problem.  Maybe you don’t think I’m wife material.  I get it.  I’m just a kid.  Silly little Stacey with her guitar, working at a secondhand clothes store for peanuts.  She’s not good enough for a fancypants doctor, is she?”
 
   “I think you’re projecting your insecurities onto me.”
 
   “Really?  So what are your insecurities then?”  I’m talking loud enough now that someone opens a window to yell at me to shut up.  “Fuck you!” I scream, though it always sounds comical when I swear with my little chipmunk voice.
 
   “We should go somewhere to discuss this—”
 
   “There’s nothing to discuss.  You’re just like Grace, too scared to commit.  If you think I’m going to be your girlfriend forever, you’ve got another thing coming, buster.”
 
   “Stacey, please, calm down.”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do!  You’re not my husband.”
 
   I see a cab approach from down the street.  I push Mac away so I can wave frantically to it.  I climb into the backseat of the cab and shut the door before Mac can get in.  “Just drive,” I tell the cabbie.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   I haven’t had a drink at Squiggy’s in over four years.  The last time I was eighteen years old, just a week or two removed from being a man.  Maddy brought me to mourn my death—her father’s death.  She got a lot drunker than I did and started to run her mouth; she pissed off Big Al the bartender to the point he threatened to blow off her knee caps.  I got her out of there before he could carry through on this threat.
 
   Big Al is still behind the bar.  He looks a little older and fatter than last time.  “Bring me a bottle of whiskey,” I say.  I reach into my purse for some money to slap down.  “Make sure it’s the good stuff too.”
 
   “Sorry kid, but I ain’t into serving minors,” Big Al says.
 
   “Oh for fuck’s sake,” I grumble and take out my ID.  As he studies it, I smile to mimic my picture.  When I became a Chinese adult, Jake got my already forged ID remade to reflect my new look.
 
   “Either this is a hell of a fake ID or else you really are twenty-three,” he says.  He hands the card back to me.
 
   As he gets my bottle of whiskey from behind the counter, I ask, “How old did you think I was?”
 
   “Sixteen, maybe,” he says.
 
   “I wish I were sixteen.  Then I wouldn’t have to worry about getting married for a long, long time.  But I guess I don’t have to worry about that anyway.”
 
   Big Al sets a bottle of whiskey in front of me.  He pours out a double for me into a glass.  I grab the bottle from him to fill the glass the rest of the way.  Then I down it in one shot.  “Holy shit!” I squeak as the alcohol burns its way through me.
 
   I can already feel the lightheadedness that comes first.  By three drinks I’ll probably black out.  This tiny, scrawny body doesn’t have a high tolerance.
 
   “You in some kind of trouble, sweetheart?” he asks.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Just lending a sympathetic ear.”
 
   “There’s a first for everything.”  I motion to the bottle.  “Go on and pour yourself one.”
 
   “Sure thing, toots,” he says.  He pours out a double on the rocks for himself.  He takes a more reserved swig from the glass.  “So what’s eating you?”
 
   “You,” I say.  When I see his puzzled look, I explain, “Men.  When it comes to making a commitment you’re all a bunch of fucking cowards.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Big Al says.
 
   “Yeah, right.  Have you even gone on a date after Betsy left you?  Or are you still sitting up there with your stroke mags?”
 
   “Now see here, missy—”
 
   “You going to eighty-six me again?”  Quicker than he can, I reach over the counter for the shotgun he keeps there.  I don’t aim it at him; I just keep it on my lap.  “It’s not very nice to shoot girls.”
 
   He puts up his hands and takes a step back.  “Listen, sister, I don’t want no trouble.  Take what you want and then leave.”
 
   “Yeah, see what I mean?  You’re only tough if you got that gun.  Soon as it’s gone, you turn to jelly.”  I wave at him.  “Put your fucking hands down.  I ain’t gonna shoot you.  I just want your sympathetic ear without the unsympathetic mouth.”
 
   “Sure, whatever you want.”
 
   “As I was saying—”
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Jake asks from the doorway.  He sees the shotgun on my lap.  “Why do you have Al’s gun?”
 
   “He was going to give me the bum’s rush.”  I pat the stool next to me.  “Come on, drinks are on me.”
 
   I take Al’s glass and refill it before I push it over to Jake.  I expect him to decline, but he drains the glass as fast as I did.  He snatches the shotgun away and hands it back to Big Al.  “How the fuck did you let a little girl like this get the drop on you?” Jake asks.  “You shouldn’t even be serving her anyway.”
 
   “Hey, her ID says she’s twenty-three.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  She’s twenty-one, but most of the time she acts more like she’s thirteen.”
 
   “I do not!” I say.  I sound every bit of thirteen.  
 
   “But that’s not anything new.  She’s always been like that.”  He takes my shoulder and pries me off the stool.  “Come on, champ, let’s go have a drink in private.”
 
   We take the bottle with us over to a corner booth.  Jake fills my glass a quarter of the way.  He fills his up again.  “In a way you’re lucky,” he says.  “You get to start a whole new life.  No more worrying about the mistakes of the past.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Does Tess know you’re here?”
 
   “No.  I told her I had to go follow up a lead.  That was after I had a little conversation with your daughter.  Why did you send her over to me?”
 
   “She was already going over there.  She’s doing this retrospective on Uwe Vollmer for her paper.”
 
   “Why the fuck is that little hippie rag of hers doing a story on him?”  Jake pours himself another drink.  I haven’t seen him this worked up in a long time.
 
   “What’s eating you?  Vollmer’s ancient history.  He’s locked up in the pen and they ain’t never finding that key again.”  
 
   “Do you think I want to go through that shit again?  It was bad enough the first time.”
 
   “What are you bawling about?  We got him, didn’t we?”
 
   “You got him.  The legendary Steve Fischer got him.  But since you’re running around looking like some little schoolgirl, I’m the one everyone’s calling for the inside scoop.”
 
   “So what?  It was twenty-five years ago.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, it was twenty-five years ago for you.  It wasn’t your son who died.” 
 
   I stare at Jake for a minute.  “What are you talking about?  What son?”
 
   Jake needs another drink before he can tell me.  We’ve exhausted the first bottle of whiskey so he gets another one.  This time he drinks straight out of the bottle.  “You didn’t know.  No one knew.  We hadn’t said anything yet.  Tess wasn’t showing when it happened.”
 
   “When what happened?”
 
   “A miscarriage.  It was a boy.  We didn’t even give him a name.  He was just so much biological waste to get tossed into the dumpster.”
 
   “Jesus, Jake, I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.”
 
   He ignores me and takes another hit from the bottle.  “It was that son of a bitch’s fault!  We were working such long hours to find him.  The media had everyone scared half to death.  It’s no wonder she lost the baby.”  He slams his fist on the table.  “I wasn’t even the one who brought him in!  You put my name on the arrest record, but I wasn’t there.  I was trying to calm a hysterical woman.”
 
   I lose my buzz as I listen to Jake.  All the time we were partners, all the time we’ve been friends, and he never said anything about it to me.  Tess never said anything either, though I guess now it makes sense why she and Jake never had another child.  
 
   I take his hand and give it a squeeze.  “At least you still had Jennifer.”
 
   “Yeah, our comfort and joy.  Until the fucking cancer.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jake.  I never realized—”
 
   “Now everyone wants to go digging this shit up again.  Not just your daughter either.  I’ve already got calls from newspapers around the country.  Even one in London if you can believe it.”
 
   “Just tell them to go to Hell,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, right.  What happens when they start calling Tess about it?  She’s going to be reliving that shit all over again.”
 
   “I’m sure she still remembers,” I say.
 
   “Maybe, but it’ll be worse when these weasels start pumping her for details.”
 
   “She can handle it.  She’s a strong woman.  She married you, didn’t she?”
 
   He smiles at that.  “And she’s spent five years living with a pigheaded little bitch.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “What’s this I hear about you getting hitched to that doctor?”
 
   “Yeah, well, don’t believe everything you hear.”
 
   “I figured it couldn’t be true.”
 
    “Why do you say that?”
 
   “I don’t see you as a blushing bride.  You’re a sweet kid and all, especially with Tess, but you aren’t exactly marriage material.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Nothing much.   I just don’t see you getting married again.”
 
   I rear up to my full height—all five feet of it—and say, “For your information, I’m the one who wants to get married.  He’s the problem.  Chickenshit bastard.”
 
   “Christ, you’re more of a girl than I thought.”
 
   “That’s right, I’m a woman now, dickhead.  See these?”  I jiggle my little B-cup breasts for him.  “Does a man have those?”
 
   “Fat guys do.”
 
   “I’ve learned to accept who I am, why can’t you?”
 
   “You can tell me all the stories you want, but I know who you are.  If you convince this asshole to marry you, you’re going to fuck it up just like before.”
 
   “I love Mac.  Don’t you get that?”
 
   “You loved Debbie too.”
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   “Why?  Because you’re the cunt now?”
 
   I do something I’ve never done before; I slap Jake across the face like a woman would.  I leave a red mark that probably won’t fade for a little while.  “I thought I could count on you and Tess.  I thought you cared about me.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why we don’t want you to do this.  You’re not the domestic type.  You can’t even keep your room clean without Tess badgering you about it.”
 
   “So what?  Mac doesn’t need me to pick up his dirty clothes and cook his dinner.  This isn’t the fucking fifties.”
 
   “You want to sit there and tell me you can come home to the same guy day in and day out for the rest of your life?  You’re only twenty-three or twenty-one or however we count it.”
 
   “I love Mac,” I say again, though with less authority.
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “You got it real bad, I’ll admit that much.  That just means you’re going to get hurt again.”
 
   “It’s not the same,” I say.  “I’m different now.  I’m more mature.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   I look down at my empty glass of whiskey.  “Debbie and I weren’t compatible for each other.  There were things she wanted me to be that I couldn’t be.”  I fortify myself with a shot of whiskey from the bottle.  “She wanted me to be a hero, her Prince Charming.”
 
   “You were a fucking hero.”
 
   “But I was never very charming, let alone a prince.”  I take another gulp of whiskey.  “It’s not like that this time.  Mac doesn’t expect anything from me.  All he wants is for me to be myself.  And he doesn’t have to worry about me getting shot by some two-bit hood—no more than anyone else in this city worries about that.”
 
   “Sure, all he has to worry about is you’ll go off on the odd vendetta or get kidnapped by some Chinese mad scientist.”
 
   “Ling is dead.  So is Luther.”  I put up my right hand to make a solemn vow.  “I’m out of the action hero business now.  I’m just going to be a humble clothes merchant and singer.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Jake says.
 
   I try to stand up, but my legs wobble, a combination of too much drink and the spike heels.  I land on my face.  It’s good I don’t have my glasses on or I’d have probably broken them.  “Ow.”
 
   Jake is a little steadier.  He helps me back to my feet.  “Easy, kid.  Hey, Al, call us a cab, will you?”
 
   “Whatever gets you out of my hair,” Al grumbles.  Then we settle down to wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   The next morning I wake up to something pressed tight against me.  I think at first it’s Mac.  Then I realize it’s much too soft and hairy to be him.  I open my eyes to see my stuffed monkey Pinky.
 
   At the moment Pinky’s face is wet from my drool.  I toss it aside and then roll onto my back.  I haven’t gotten really drunk in so long I forgot what a hangover feels like.  It’s as if my head is a bongo drum someone is playing with a mallet.  The rest of my body is heavy as concrete.  I manage to get one hand over my eyes as I groan.
 
   Even my eyes feel sore and gummy since I left my contacts in all night.  I’ll have to get up and take them out as soon as I get back to the land of the living.  I promise myself not to get that plastered ever again.
 
   After a while I manage the strength to look over at the clock.  It’s almost noon.  Shit.  I should have been at the store hours ago.  Not that anyone will notice.  Still, maybe it’s a sign I’m as irresponsible as Jake and Tess think.  Well, why shouldn’t I be?  It’s not like I’m getting married any time soon.
 
   I throw off the covers to find I’m clad in a nightgown.  Since I doubt I had the wherewithal to change last night, I assume Tess did it.  I suppose it’s all right since she’s already seen me naked when I was ten years old.  She helped Maddy and I bathe back then, though she never scrubbed us below the waist.
 
   I stagger downstairs to find Tess in the living room.  “Hello, dear,” she says too brightly.  “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Not really.  Is there any coffee?”
 
   “I’ll make a fresh pot.”
 
   While she does that, I collapse on the couch.  It’s too damned bright in here so I close my eyes.  I grope around until I find the remote.  The TV’s too loud, until I turn it down to the point it’s almost muted.  God, what the hell was I thinking?  At twenty-three Steve Fischer would already be up and back to work; he’d just need a few pints of coffee and some aspirin to be right again.  This body is not suited to binge drinking.
 
   I hear Tess sit down on the couch.  She pats my leg.  “How are you feeling?” she asks.
 
   “Terrible.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  Jacob told me things didn’t go so well with your doctor friend.”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “No.  I just want some fucking coffee.  Unless that’s too much to ask.”
 
   “You’re not so old I can’t wash your mouth out with soap.”
 
   “I’m not so old that you won’t undress me either,” I say.  I take a handful of my flannel nightgown.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d want to wake up in a dress covered in vomit,” she says.
 
   I’m too weak to keep myself from breaking down at that.  It takes a lot of effort for me to sit up and then slide up against Tess.  “I’m sorry,” I say.  “You were being nice again and I was being a little shit—like usual.”
 
   “It’s all right.  It’s his fault.  How anyone could break such a sweet little heart is beyond me.”  We’re both crying now.  After a couple of minutes she helps me to my feet.  “Come along.  I’m sure the coffee is ready.”
 
   I drink most of the pot myself, without any cream or sugar.  As I do, I tell Tess about last night.  Or at least up to the point where I went to Squiggy’s.  I doubt Jake told her anything about what he said about the Vollmer case or her miscarriage.  
 
   “I thought he really loved me,” I say.  “But I guess he doesn’t.  At least not enough.”
 
   “Then he’s a fool.  You’re a wonderful girl.”
 
   “A wonderful girl too young to get married, right?”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “I should have listened.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be ashamed, dear.  Not for being in love.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She rubs my back.  “Why don’t you go take a nice hot bath?  It’ll help you feel better.”
 
   “OK,” I say.  I probably need a bath after the night I had, which apparently included throwing up all over myself.  No surprise given how much I drank.  When I get up, I give Tess a hug.  “I love you, Grandma.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart,” she says and then she leads me upstairs to run the bath.
 
   ***
 
   Though I try not to take any medicine that might interact with the FY-1978 still in my blood, I pop a couple of aspirin once I get into the bathroom.  I take out the contacts and put in a few eye drops to help with the soreness.  Then I sink into the warm water.  I put a washcloth over my face to block out the light.  I could probably fall asleep in here for a few more hours.  That wouldn’t be so bad.
 
   Except after a few minutes, Tess knocks on the door.  “Stacey?  There’s a man calling for you.”
 
   “If it’s Mac—”
 
   “He says he’s from the Waverly Supper Club.”
 
   “Oh, shit,” I mumble.  In a louder voice I say, “I’ll be right out.”
 
   With a towel around my wet body, I take the phone from Tess.  “Hi, Mr. Wendt!”
 
   “We were expecting you for rehearsal a half-hour ago,” he says.
 
   “I’m so sorry.  I had a little emergency, but don’t worry, I’ll be on my way just as soon as I put down the phone.”
 
   “You better be,” Mr. Wendt says.  “If you don’t show up—”
 
   “I’ll show up!  I promise, sir.”
 
   “Good.”  He hangs up on me.
 
   “Are you sure you should be leaving so soon?” Tess asks.
 
   “I have to,” I say.  “I have a gig tonight.”
 
   I bolt past Tess, into my room.  I don’t bother with hair or makeup; I can do that stuff later.  I just throw on a T-shirt and pair of jeans.  Through the door, Tess says, “Would you like a ride, dear?”
 
   “The train will be just as fast,” I say.  That’s usually true with the traffic in this city.  I stick my head out the door.  “I could use a lift to the station, though.”
 
   “Of course, dear.  I’ll get my keys.”
 
   Tess remembers to grab my purse, which apparently I left in the living room.  Once I’m on the train, I take out my phone.  I see six voice mail messages.  I scroll through them and see they’re all from Mac.  There are text messages too, a dozen of those.  Ten are from Mac.  One is from Maddy.   She asks, “Where r u?  Dr Mac is buggin out.  Call me.”  The other message is from Grace.  It is even shorter; it asks only, “R u OK?”
 
   I reply to Maddy and Grace to say I’m fine and I have a gig at the supper club.  I promise to call Maddy as soon as I can.
 
   The messages from Mac I erase.
 
   ***
 
   The Waverly Supper Club is the kind of place you’d see in a ’30s gangster movie.  Rows of tables face the stage, with some white vinyl booths for the VIPs.  There’s enough room on the stage for an entire big band, though I don’t need that many musicians.  I usually just have someone on the piano to accompany me.
 
   Mr. Wendt is a fat, bald guy who chomps on a cigar.  He blows a cloud of blue smoke into my face when I introduce myself.  “They say you’re good, kid.  You’d better be.”
 
   “I will be,” I say.
 
   “You aren’t going out like that, are you?  This is a classy joint in case you ain’t heard.”
 
   “I know, sir.  I’ll change before the show.”
 
   “And you better get rid of those fucking glasses.”
 
   “I will, sir.”
 
   Mr. Wendt stomps off the stage to go berate the bartender for a while.  The skinny guy at the piano introduces himself as Hank.  He’ll be my accompanist tonight.  I forgot to bring the sheet music with me, but Hank knows the songs already.  “You like the classics, huh?” he says.
 
   “Yeah.  You can’t beat the classics,” I say.  Most of my songs fit the atmosphere of the club, dating from the ‘30s and ‘40s.  I do a lot of Cole Porter songs that I learned thanks to Mac and his nephew when I was ten.  Part of me still yearns to sing the music of the bands I listened to as a kid like Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Stones, Led Zeppelin, and Lynryd Skynyrd.  Those wouldn’t go down real well in a place like this and my voice is too sweet for stuff like that.
 
   Hank and I run through the set to work out the kinks and so I can get used to the acoustics of the place.  I used to think I could just go up there and sing, but four years in clubs like this have taught me it takes a lot of work.  At least if you want to make a go of it and not just sing karaoke for a few drunk businessmen.  A few times I’ve considered trying out for American Idol or one of those shows.  My type of music isn’t really what they want, though.  Maybe if I could write a few pop songs then I could go on there.
 
   During the set I notice Maddy slip into one of the booths in the back.  She gives me a little wave.  I wave back while I try not to break my rhythm.  I close my eyes to help me focus on the music.  The acoustics in here are pretty good, better than some places, where the sound carries as well as if I were singing into a burlap sack.
 
   Maddy applauds as I finish my last song.  “Encore!” she shouts.  “Encore!”
 
   “Later!” I shout back at her.  I shake Hank’s hand.  “You’re really good.”
 
   “Thanks.  You want to get a drink or something?”
 
   “I’d love to, but that’s my friend back there.”  I can see this devastates Hank.  “How about after the show tonight?  My treat.”
 
   “Sure,” he says.
 
   I hop off the stage and go over to the bar.  I order a bottle of water and a sandwich.  My stomach has finally rebounded from last night.  Maddy joins me at the bar.  She orders a club soda.  Once the bartender’s gone, she pats me on the back.  “That was really good,” she says.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So what’s going on with you?  I didn’t hear from you all morning and then I get some message saying you’re going to be here.”  Her eyes narrow as she stares at me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You look awful.”
 
   “Thanks.  I fell asleep with my contacts in.”  The bartender returns with our drinks and my sandwich.
 
   “So what happened with you and Dr. Mac?”
 
   I take a bite of sandwich so I can delay my answer.  “He didn’t ask me.”
 
   “He didn’t?”
 
   “No.  He wants me to move in with him.  Like officially.”
 
   “But he didn’t pop the question?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What a shit!” she says loud enough that the bartender and Hank turn towards us.  “Sorry.”  She rubs my back.  I don’t bristle at being comforted by my daughter nearly as much as I used to, not after I shared a bedroom and bathtub with her.  “I’m sorry, sweetie.  Are you all right?”
 
   “I wasn’t.  I went out and got loaded.  You remember that bar we went to like five years ago?  Where the bartender threatened to shoot you?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “The one your father went to a lot?”
 
   “Oh, that one.  Why the hell did you go there?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I wanted to get drunk and I figured no one would bug me there.”
 
   “So what about Dr. Mac?”
 
   “I haven’t talked to him.”
 
   “I don’t blame you.  Grace and I had a little tiff last night too.”
 
   “You did?  About getting married?”
 
   “Yeah.  She just gave me the same old bullshit.”  Maddy takes a long drink from her club soda.  Then she shakes her head.  “Look at us, a couple of hot young girls.  Well, you more than me.”
 
   “You’re cute,” I say.
 
   “I’m chubby,” she says.  She pats the potbelly that bulges from beneath her blouse.
 
   “But it looks good on you.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I’m serious.”  I give her a little smile.  “At least people don’t think you’re fourteen.”
 
   “No, they just ask when the baby is due.”
 
   “They do not!”
 
   “I had one old lady ask that the other day.  She put her head on my belly and everything.”
 
   We share a laugh at that.  “She probably couldn’t see very well,” I say.
 
   “Why do we let them do this to us?  I mean, we’re smart and cute—even if one of us is chubby—so why do we get tied up with these commitmentphobes?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   “We ought to say the hell with them and hook up.”
 
   “You and me?”
 
   “Yeah.  That’ll show them.”
 
   “That’d be kind of weird, wouldn’t it, sis?”
 
   She thinks about it for a moment and sips from her glass.  “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.  Or we could just say we’re hooking up to make them jealous.”
 
   “Couldn’t we say we’re sleeping with other people—not each other?” I say.  I don’t want to think about me and Maddy like that.
 
   “Whatever,” Maddy says.  “That might get Grace off her ass.”
 
   “It’s something to think about.”
 
   “Well you think about it.  And call me later, after your gig.”  She smiles at me.  “It still sounds funny to say that.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.”  I clear my throat and then say, “Are you done interviewing Jake for your story?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I might have some follow-up questions once I go through stuff.  Why?”
 
   “I don’t think he likes talking about it.  Post traumatic stress or something.”
 
   “Oh.”  She finishes off her club soda.  “I’ll have to see what I’ve got.  Maybe I won’t need anything else from him.”
 
   “If you do?”
 
   “I’ll try to be gentle.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  I figure that’s the best I’ll get from Maddy right now.  She’s as determined a journalist as I was as a cop.
 
   We leave things like that.  Then I say goodbye to Hank and Mr. Wendt before I head for the train to go back and get ready.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t have a lot of time to primp when I get home.  I have to make some time to shave my legs when I go to put on my stockings and see my legs look black from all the hair on them.  I’m pretty sure I shaved them the day before, but so much has happened lately I can’t be sure.  
 
   I do a quick, half-assed job on my legs.  Since I’ll have stockings on, I hope it won’t show.  And I’ll be up on stage, so no one should be that close to notice.
 
   When I get out of the bathroom, I find my white rhinestone dress on the door, along with my white heels.  I wore the dress for my first gig in this Chinese body.  It’s still my favorite gown because it goes well with the old songs I sing.  It’ll go especially well in the supper club with its old time atmosphere.
 
   Like the night before, Tess helps me to put my hair up and do my makeup.  I hear the phone ring downstairs.  Tess pauses in applying blush to my cheeks.  “Let the machine get it,” I say.  I know it’s Mac.
 
   “You have to talk to him sometime, dear,” she says.
 
   “After the gig,” I say.  “I need to focus on tonight.  It’s important for my career.  I mean, right now it’s mostly just word-of-mouth getting me work.  All I need is one bad performance and it’s all over.”
 
   Tess clucks her tongue at me.  “I’m sure you’ll sing beautifully.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   We go downstairs, where Jake watches a baseball game on the couch, a beer in his hand.  “Haven’t you done enough drinking already?” Tess says.
 
   “It’s just one beer,” he says.
 
   “Now it’s only one beer.  Later you’ll be sneaking off to that awful bar again.  Only this time I hope you don’t take Stacey with you.”
 
   Jake mutters under his breath as he storms back to his study.  He slams the door shut as the final word on the subject.  With a sigh, Tess says, “Let’s be off then.”
 
   On the way to the club, Tess says, “I’m sorry about that unpleasantness back there.  I don’t know what’s bothering Jacob.  He won’t say anything to me.  Did he tell you?”
 
   “It’s just a case,” I say.
 
   “I wish he wouldn’t keep these things from me.  I’m his wife, after all.  We’re not supposed to have secrets.”
 
   “He doesn’t like to worry you.”
 
   “I suppose.”  She sighs again.  “It was better before Steven died.  At least then Jacob had someone to talk to.”
 
   Tess is the only one on the planet who ever called me Steven, which included my parents unless they were angry at me.  That I’m still alive and next to her as a young woman is another secret Jake has kept from her.  “Maybe he needs a therapist.  I’m sure Mac would know someone.”  My face turns warm as I remember I’m mad at him.  “I’ll have to mention it the next time I see him.”
 
   “He shouldn’t need a therapist when he has a wife.”
 
   “You could always ask the reverend to come over and talk to him.”
 
   “Jacob talks less to Reverend Crane than he does to me.”
 
   I nod at that.  Jake and I come from the last generation of men who were brought up to believe a real man keeps his problems inside and doesn’t whine about them to anyone.  Not like men today with all their sensitivity, men like Mac who always want to talk.  That’s never really bothered me about Mac.  As a therapist he talks for a living, so it’s not a surprise.  And since he killed Dr. Ling to rescue Maddy and I from that evil son of a bitch, I know Mac is just as manly as me or Jake ever were.
 
   Tess stops in front of the club, still with no solutions about what to do with Jake.  “I’m sure I could get you a ticket if you want to stick around,” I say.
 
   “I don’t think so, dear.  Not tonight.”  She leans over to kiss my cheek.  “You have a good time.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I don’t go through the front doors.  Instead I go around to the side entrance, through the kitchen.  I look out of place in my rhinestone dress, but no one questions me as I dart between the cooks and busboys, through the kitchen.
 
   There’s a short walk up to the stage then.  I slip through the white curtain before anyone can notice me.  Hank is already back there to check over the piano.  There’s someone next to him on the bench; they chat about the Cole Porter songs on my playlist.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I hiss.
 
   Mac stands up from the bench.  “You won’t return my messages,” he says.  “I thought I should be more proactive.”
 
   “I can have you thrown out.  This area is for performers only.”
 
   “Please, Stacey, I just want to talk.”
 
   “Well I don’t.  Not right now.”  I self-consciously pat my hair and smooth my dress down.  “I have a show to do.”
 
   “This will only take a few minutes—”
 
   “Get out of here!” I shriek.  In a lower voice I say, “I can’t have you upsetting me now.”
 
   “Maybe you should go, Doc,” Hank says.
 
   “I suppose I should.  Just promise we can discuss this after the show.”
 
   “Fine,” I say.  “After the show we’ll talk.”
 
   He’s smart enough to not try to kiss me; he probably knows I’ll kick him in the crotch with my pointy-toed heels.
 
   After Mac has gone, I sit down on the piano bench next to Hank.  I take a compact from my purse so I can check my face.  I don’t look too flustered at the moment.  Hank says, “He seems like a pretty nice guy.”
 
   “Can we not talk about it?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Let’s go over this again,” I say.  I point to the music on the piano.  Anything to take my mind off the talk I’ll have to have with Mac.
 
   ***
 
   I stand on the middle of the stage to wait for the curtain to go up.  As I usually do, I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths.  I need a few extra tonight to get my mind focused on what I have to do.  I open my eyes only when I hear Hank start to play the intro.
 
   I see Mac in the front row, on the left side.  He smiles at me; I turn to the right and see Maddy in the front row on that side.  Grace sits next to her; they both applaud, though I have yet to sing a single note.  I take another shorter breath and then I begin to sing.
 
   If there’s one major flaw in my act, it’s that I don’t have a lot of movement.  I generally stick near the center of the stage.  I don’t have choreographed dancers, nor do I jump into the crowd.  Maddy’s said I look like a mannequin on stage.
 
   Tonight I’m far more mobile.  Most of that movement is to seduce Hank on the stage.  I sit next to him on the bench and run a hand through his hair and down his back.  Later, when I feel especially spiteful, I climb on top of the piano.  Anyone in the audience can get a good look at my right leg and maybe my underpants too.  Then I roll over to face Hank.  I practically whisper into the microphone, as if he’s the only one in the audience.  I do everything except sit in his lap and give him a hand job on stage.
 
   Near the end I sneak a peek at Mac.  His mouth is a straight line, which means he’s pissed off.  The lights make it hard to see the color of his face, but right now I’m sure it’s red.  Just to turn up the heat, I finish the song by giving Hank a lengthy kiss on the lips.  Despite how it looks, I keep my tongue in my own mouth.
 
   We finish with two encores.  During the second one I drape myself over Hank’s back, to sing over his shoulder while he somehow manages not to miss a note.  As the curtain goes down, I kiss Hank’s cheek with my free hand in his hair.
 
   Once the curtain’s down, I stand up and toss the microphone aside.  “You’re really good,” I tell Hank.  “How about we go get that drink?”
 
   “But your boyfriend—”
 
   “The hell with him.  Come on.”
 
   I lead Hank down to Maddy and Grace’s table.  A waiter comes over to take our orders.  I order a martini, which seems appropriate for a supper club.  Hank orders a club soda.  “Oh come on,” I say.  “Why don’t you get a real man’s drink?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “He’ll have a martini too.  Put a couple extra olives in his.”
 
   Once the waiter’s gone, I put a hand on Hank’s shoulder.  “Hank, these are my friends, Madison and Grace.  Before you get any ideas, they’re a couple.”
 
   “Oh, I wasn’t—”
 
   “Girls, this is Hank.  He’s my pianist.”
 
   They all shake hands and exchange pleasantries.  The waiter returns with my martini.  I gulp it down in one long pull.  As I chew the olives I tell the waiter to bring me another.  “That was a really great show,” Grace says.
 
   “Wasn’t it?” I say.  I put my hand on Hank’s back and rub it.  “I think I’ll have to bring Hank along to all my gigs.  We seem to have some chemistry.  Don’t we?”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “He was really something up there,” I say.
 
   “What’s with you, Stace?” Maddy asks. 
 
   “Whatever do you mean?”
 
   “You’re acting all slutty.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just happy.”  The waiter brings another martini.  I take a more reserved sip of it.  
 
   “Shouldn’t you be talking to your boyfriend?” Hank says.  He looks over his shoulder.  “He looks kind of pissed off.”
 
   “I don’t know why he should be.  We aren’t married or anything.  We’re just good friends.”
 
   “I think I’m going to go,” Hank says.  “Thanks for the drink.”
 
   As he tries to stand up, I grab his arm.  “Come on, stick around.  It’s a party.”
 
   Hank manages to shake his arm free.  He practically runs away from our table.  Maddy and Grace stand up.  “That was really mean,” Maddy says.
 
   “What?  I’m just taking your advice.”
 
   “What advice?” Grace asks.
 
   “It’s nothing,” Maddy says.  “We were just goofing around earlier.”
 
   They start away from the table.  Before they leave, Maddy hisses, “Call me when you grow up.”
 
   I’m left at the table by myself.  I take advantage of that to finish off their drinks for them.  I lean back in my chair and expect Mac to come over any moment.  I’m not sure what I’ll say, but now that I’m buzzed on alcohol again, I’m sure it’ll be interesting.
 
   A man does come over to my table, but not Mac.  This man is a fat black guy who’s as bald as Mr. Wendt.  “Hello, Miss Chance,” he says.  “You were wonderful up there.”
 
   “Thanks.  If you want an autograph I don’t really have anything to write with.”
 
   “No no, I’m not a fan.  Well, I am a fan, but I’m more than that.”  He reaches into his pocket.  My entire body stiffens; old cop reflexes brace for him to pull a weapon.  It’s just a business card for a Braylon Swift of Cool Tone Records.  My eyes widen at this.  A record company scout!  “May I have a seat?”
 
   “Of course,” I say.  “Would you like a drink or something?”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” Swift says.  He grins at me.  “You’re even better than I’ve heard.  A couple of months now I kept hearing about some little girl with a fondness for the old songs and a voice like honey.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  My face turns warm.  I’d usually take offense at someone calling me a little girl, but not when he’s a talent scout for a major record label.  This man literally has the power to make my dreams come true.  “I’ve heard quite a bit about you, or at least your label.”
 
   That’s a little exaggeration.  I do know Cool Tone is one of the leading publishers of jazz and blues in the country.  Those aren’t my specialty, but I’m sure they have room for me somewhere.
 
   Swift nods to me.  “I’m sure you’re tired from the show, so I’m not going to waste a lot of your time.  Have you ever recorded a demo?”
 
   “No, sir.  I haven’t been able to line up the studio time and musicians—”
 
   “Don’t worry about that.  I’ll take care of it.”
 
   A demo is the first step towards a record contract.  A contract means a real studio album, a tour, and promotional appearances.  Maybe some radio airplay if there’s a station out there that plays my kind of music.  I probably won’t headline a tour or appear on Leno or Letterman, but it’s still a shot at the big time.  “Wow,” is all I can think to say.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet,” he says.  “There’s a lot of work to do.”
 
   “Of course, sir.  I won’t let you down.”
 
   “I’m sure you won’t.”  Swift clears his throat.  “That reminds me, do you always sing the old songs or do you ever do any new material?”
 
   “I’m not much of a songwriter yet.”
 
   “That’s fine.  We have some of the best in the business working for us.  If there is an album they’ll probably want one or two original tracks, for variety.”
 
   “I understand,” I say.  “That’s not a problem.”
 
   He offers his hand for me to shake.  His grip is firm while I’m sure mine is weak and clammy right about now.  “It’s been good to meet you, Miss Chance.  You call my secretary in the morning and we’ll set everything up.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   After Swift is gone, I have to resist the urge to scream with joy.  That joy is short-lived as Mac sits down in the seat Swift just vacated.  “Who was that?” he asks.  I’ve never heard him sound as angry as when he growls, “One of your admirers?”
 
   “No.  He’s a record company scout.  He wants me to record some demos for the company to listen to.”
 
   “I see.  That’s good news.”
 
   “It is.”  I finish the rest of my martini.  The alcohol doesn’t do anything to dent my sense of dread.  “I suppose you want to talk.”
 
   “If you’re through acting like a child.”
 
   “I’m acting like a child?  You’re the one who’s scared shitless of commitment.”
 
   “I think we should talk somewhere private about this.”
 
   “Yeah, fine.  Let me get my money from Mr. Wendt first,” I say.  I’m tempted to ditch Mac again, call for a cab to pick me up out front or maybe sneak through the kitchen and then run off.  I could go back to Squiggy’s and tie a few on.
 
   But that would be the kind of childish behavior Mac meant.  So after I get my check, I go back to the table, where Mac waits for me.  We walk out together, but don’t touch at all.
 
   ***
 
   He drives us to the building downtown where he has his practice.  The parking garage is empty as we pull in.  I suppose it’s not a surprise he’d bring me here; to have this talk in his office will give him a sense of power.
 
   Except we don’t go up to his office.  He turns the engine off and then faces me.  We haven’t spoken at all until he says, “I’m sorry about last night, Stacey.  You have a point.  I have been scared of commitment.  I think you deserve an explanation.”
 
   “Aren’t we going upstairs?”
 
   “Not unless you want to.  I just figured we would have some privacy here.  I don’t want to wake Darren.  He has school tomorrow.” 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest.  “So explain.”
 
   “I know this is Freudian of me, but most of the issue stems from my parents.  They divorced when my sister and I were very young.  I can hardly remember them being married.  Like in many families, it became a sort of tug-of-war between my parents.  They weren’t on very good terms and often tried to use us to get back at each other.”
 
   “I’m sure that made for some fun Christmases.”
 
   “We had plenty of gifts, that’s for sure,” Mac says and smiles thinly.  “I think this is in part why I chose child psychology instead of adults, to help kids through some of the difficulties I faced.”
 
   If he wants sympathy, he won’t get any from me, not yet.  I keep my arms folded.  “So you’re afraid we’ll end up like them?”
 
   “At least on a subconscious level, yes, though it’s become more conscious in the last few weeks.”
 
   “Weeks?  So you have been thinking about it.”
 
   “It actually began with Darren.  He asked me about a month ago at dinner if I was going to marry you.”
 
   “Sure, blame the kid.”
 
   “I’m not blaming him.  I should thank him, really.  I don’t know how long I might have gone without considering it otherwise.”
 
   “And then you chickened out and asked me to move in.”
 
   “There was more to it.  I went to the jewelry store to find a ring and just about had a panic attack.  I knew if I bought the ring there would be no going back.  I couldn’t help hearing a ticking sound in my head, like a clock counting down.”
 
   “To doomsday, right?  The end of your days as a swinging bachelor?”
 
   “That’s not entirely accurate, but close enough.  On top of everything there was Mary Anne going back into rehab.  Darren’s been through so much already that I don’t want to subject him to losing another parent, even if she is just a surrogate one.”
 
   “Who says you were going to lose me?  You sound like it’s preordained we’re going to get a divorce.”
 
   “I’m afraid it does seem that way.  No one in my family has much luck with relationships.”
 
   “Let me give you my psychological diagnosis.  I don’t think this is about your parents or your sister or Darren.  I think it’s about me.  You think I’m just this little flaky artist chick who’s going to run off after she gets bored with you.”
 
   “Stacey, no—”
 
   “All this on the outside is only twenty-one years old, just a dumb kid who probably shouldn’t be getting married.”  I put one finger to my heart.  “In here, is much older.  Maybe even wiser, though some days it doesn’t seem like it.  In here is a woman who loves you and wants to grow old with you.”
 
   “That might not be very long,” he says.  Mac hit the big 4-0 a couple of months ago.
 
   “Don’t give me any of that self-pitying crap.  You’re in a lot better shape than I was at forty.  I already had a bit of a gut then and my nose was starting to look like Rudolph’s.  Every day I’d wake up to find hair on my pillow.  Compared to that you’re Mr. fucking Universe.”
 
   “Thanks,” he says.
 
   “You’re not too old and I’m not too young.  We love each other and that’s what really counts.”  I finally take his hand.  “I love you more than anything in this world except for my daughter.  I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  I may be a flaky little artist chick who on the inside is a grumpy old guy, but I want to be your wife.”
 
   He squeezes my hand and nods.  “All right,” he says with a sigh.  “Let’s get married.”
 
   I let his hand drop.  I shake my head.  “Not like this.”
 
   “What’s wrong?  If it’s about the ring—”
 
   “It’s not the ring.  I don’t want you to act like I’m pushing you into something.  I don’t want you to look like you’re going to pass out.  You should ask me because you want me to be your wife.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Just take me home.”
 
   He starts the engine.  We don’t say anything all the way to Jake’s house.  Before I climb out, I kiss him on the cheek.  “When you get it, come see me.”  
 
   Then I go inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   The next morning I call Swift’s secretary the moment I wake up.  I cross my fingers and hope it’s not all something I dreamed up or a terrible practical joke someone had pulled on me.  To my relief the woman has heard of me.  She tells me Swift has arranged for some time three weeks from now at a recording studio in the garment district, not far from the clothes store.  “Do I need to bring anything?” I ask.
 
   “Just your voice,” the secretary says.  “Everything else will be taken care of.”
 
   After I hang up, I sink back onto my bed with a relieved sigh.  A real studio for a real record company.  Soon I won’t be stuck in little clubs with a hundred people or so.  I’ll be in stadiums.  Sure it’ll be as the opening act, but that’s something.
 
   I find Tess downstairs.  While she concentrates on the pancakes on the stove, I jump up to throw my arms around her neck.  I kiss her cheek and say, “Guess what?”
 
   “Stacey, please—”
 
   “I’m going to be a famous singer!”
 
   “That’s wonderful, dear, but these pancakes are ready to turn.”
 
   I let go of her and drop back to the floor.  “I really mean it,” I say.  “A guy from a record company saw my show last night and he wants me to make some demos.  In three weeks I’m going to be in an actual recording studio so they can put my voice on tape or CD or whatever they use and play it for the big shots.  Then they’ll give me a contract to make a full album and everything.”
 
   “I’m very happy for you, dear,” Tess says, but she’s too busy with her pancakes to hug me.
 
   “I thought you’d be happy for me.”
 
   “I am happy for you, but I’m in the middle of making breakfast.”
 
   “Fine,” I say and march out of there like a sullen toddler.  Jake’s already gone to work, so I go upstairs to retrieve my phone.  I hope Maddy and Grace are up.
 
   Maddy answers on the third ring.  She still sounds half-asleep as she says, “Oh, hi Stace.”
 
   “Hey, guess what?  You’ll never believe it, not in a million years.”
 
   “What?  Did you and Dr. Mac patch things up?”
 
   “No.  Not that.  Guess again.”
 
   “We’re too old for guessing games, sis.”
 
   “Fine, then I’ll just tell you.  After you guys left, this record company guy came over.  He wants me to make a demo!”
 
   There’s silence on the other end, long enough that I think Maddy must have hung up.  She sounds more alert when she comes back and says, “Are you serious?  You aren’t getting back at me for what I said last night, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m totally serious.  We’re going to do it in about three weeks.”
 
   “That is so awesome.  I’ll finally be able to put you on my iPod.”
 
   “I know!  I can’t wait.  It’s going to be so exciting!”
 
   “What songs are you going to do?  You should totally do your ‘Anything Goes.’  That one is so good, especially last night when you were about fucking that guy.  Harry, or whoever.”
 
   “Hank,” I correct.  “I like that song too.”  I sigh and collapse on my bed.  “He asked if I had any of my own songs.  Do you think less of me for not writing my own songs?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Gaga doesn’t write all her songs.”
 
   “That’s true,” I say, though I don’t like the comparison.  I’m actually a singer, not someone who prances around in weird outfits—on stage at least.  “Yeah, I guess.  Mac says it’s OK because my voice is an instrument.”
 
   “He’s a pretty smart guy,” Maddy says.  “So what happened with you two last night?”
 
   “We sort of made up.”
 
   “Sort of?  What’s that mean?”
 
   “He went into this whole spiel about his family being bad at marriage and stuff.  Then he made pretty much the worst proposal ever.”
 
   “So he did ask you?”
 
   “Not really.  It was more of a statement.  He was like, ‘OK, let’s get married then.’  Like we were deciding what to order for dinner.”
 
   “So you said no?”
 
   “What was I supposed to say to that?  We were in his car too.  I mean, it wasn’t very romantic.  I’m supposed to tell our kids Daddy proposed to Mommy in a parking garage?”
 
   “That is pretty bad,” Maddy says.  “At least he sort of asked you.  Grace hasn’t even done that much.”
 
   “She will.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  You want to go out tonight to celebrate your impending superstardom?”
 
   “Sure.  But let’s try not to drink too much.  I don’t want to ruin any more dresses.”
 
   “I’ll find something and text you later, OK?”
 
   “Sure.”  We say our goodbyes just as Tess calls me down for breakfast.  In honor of my achievement, she’s given the pancakes whipped cream hair, strawberry eyes, and a chocolate chip mouth.  It’s something more appropriate if I were still ten, but whatever.  I give her a hug and then dig in.
 
   ***
 
   The store isn’t open, so I unlock the front door and change the sign to ‘OPEN.’  There’s no mad rush of people, of course.  I’ll be lucky if anyone shows up before close.  That gives me plenty of time to mangle my notebook with awful attempts at songwriting.
 
   I assume I’m alone in the place until I hear steps coming down.  Maddy appears with a box of chocolates.  She’s dressed in a baggy sweatshirt and sweatpants.  Her hair is in a sloppy ponytail and she doesn’t wear any makeup.
 
   “Hi,” she says between bites.
 
   I hurry over to her and put a hand on her shoulder.  “What’s wrong?  Did you and Grace have a fight?”  That’s when Maddy usually eats, which adds to the weight she hasn’t been able to lose yet.
 
   “Not really.  I told her about you and Mac, but she didn’t say much.  She just ran out of here like her ass was on fire.”  Maddy sags onto a stool and shovels more chocolates into her mouth.  She looks morosely at the box.  “I decided I’m going to get really fat again.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “I’m going to get so fat I won’t be able to get out of bed.  Then she’ll have to take care of me and scrub between all my rolls and stuff.”
 
   “Maddy, that’s crazy.”
 
   “You’re right.  She’d just dump me then.”
 
   “No she won’t.  She loves you.”
 
   “She has a funny way of showing it,” Maddy says.  “We hardly talk anymore.  She’s always running away from me.  If we even see a wedding on TV she gets all weird until I change the channel.”
 
   “Maybe she’s like Mac,” I say.  “Her parents didn’t have a really happy marriage either.”
 
   “Neither did mine.  My mom’s been married four fucking times.  You think I care?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Your parents were shitheads too.  You still want to get married.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s true,” I say.
 
   “So what’s the big deal?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I just don’t get it,” Maddy says.  “She was miserable those months I was gone.  She stuck with me when I looked like a hippo.  Yet when it comes to getting a stupid piece of paper she gets all chicken shit.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “I guess it’s our fault.”  Maddy feels around in the box, but all the chocolates are gone.  She tosses the box into the trash.  Then she sees my notebook.  “You still trying to write a song?”
 
   “Yeah, trying.  I suck pretty hard at it.”
 
   “I can see that.”
 
   I snatch the notebook from her hands.  “That’s a work in progress,” I say.
 
   “More like dead on arrival.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “I’m teasing.”  Maddy gives me a sly grin.  “Maybe you should write a song for Grace.  Something so romantic she’ll finally pop the question.”
 
   “I don’t think I could do that.”
 
   “What’s so hard about it?”
 
   “I’m not good at that poetic stuff.”
 
   “Oh, that.  I wasn’t all that good either.”  She grins even wider at me.  “We should get some pot.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’ll make us creative.  Then we’ll be able to work out a song.”
 
   “I’m not smoking pot!”
 
   “Come on, it’s not even addictive.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “I forgot, you’re Little Miss Perfect.”
 
   “I am not.  The other night I got really hammered and threw up all over myself.”
 
   “Big whoop.  I was doing that in junior high.”
 
   “Maddy, come on.  Knock it off.  This is serious.”
 
   “I was just kidding about the pot.  They won’t care if you write your own songs or not.  As for Grace, I’ll think of something.  Maybe I’ll slip her some pot and take her to Atlantic City.  Get a quickie wedding.”
 
   “Is it even legal there?”
 
   “I don’t care.  If she thinks we’re married then she’ll see it’s not so bad, right?”
 
   “Or she’ll hate you forever.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  Maddy heaves herself off the stool.  “I got to get going.  They’re going to let me see Dad’s stuff today.”
 
   “They are?”
 
   “Yeah, some of his old notebooks and stuff.  It was a real pain in the ass to get access.  I had to about hire a lawyer to sue them.”
 
   “Do you want me to go along?  For moral support and stuff?”  I don’t want to see my old coworkers like this, but I know it won’t be a picnic for Maddy to read through my old case notes.
 
   “I can handle it.  They don’t like a lot of people hanging around in there.  But hey, we’ll see each other later, like I said.”
 
   “Right.”  I watch Maddy waddle upstairs.  Even after she’s gone I still can’t focus on my notebook.  I suppose Maddy is right; the cops don’t like civilians to hang around the precincts.  That’s what I am now, another ordinary citizen.  I’m glad when a customer comes in so I can get off the stool and do something useful.
 
   ***
 
   I close up at four.  Darren should be home by now.  When he was younger, Darren stayed at school until his uncle could pick him up, but now he’s old enough to be home alone. 
 
   In the past four years he’s sprung up like a weed.  He even has some black down on his cheeks, enough that Mac had to teach him how to shave.  Whenever I see Darren, I see how Mac probably looked at that age, like a gangly nerd with spotty acne, though still cute.  
 
   “Hi, Stacey,” he says when I let myself in.  As usual he’s in the living room, at work on his piano.  “I thought you and Uncle Bob were fighting.”
 
   “We are.  I actually came to see you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes.  I need your expertise.”
 
   “What expertise?”  Darren’s always been a shy kid; even after four years he hasn’t warmed to me.  Though when I was ten we were an item.  I would have stayed little for him if Mac hadn’t helped me see the light.
 
   “I want to write some songs, but I’m stuck.  I thought you could give me some tips.”
 
   “Oh, well, I don’t write a lot of songs.”
 
   “You wrote one for me before,” I say.  He wrote a song for little Stacey Chang that caused her to fall madly in love with him, so in love she forgot all about her old lives.  I can’t tell him that, so I hurry to add, “For my college class.  Remember?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t need you to write one for me this time.  I just need help getting started.”
 
   He looks down at his piano and thinks it over.  Finally he nods to me.  “OK.  What do you want to write about?”
 
   “Um, well, love I guess,” I say.  I remember what Maddy said.  “There’s this friend of mine.  She’s been seeing someone for a long time and she wants that person to marry her, but that person is reluctant.”
 
   “Is this about you and Uncle Bob?”
 
   “No!”  I laugh stupidly.  “It’s a couple of friends of mine, Madison and Grace.”
 
   “Oh,” he says.
 
   “Do you want me to write a song for your uncle?”
 
   Darren nods.  “Then you can be here all the time.”
 
   “Well not all the time,” I say.  “I still have to work.”
 
   “But most of the time.  Then you and Uncle Bob can adopt me.”
 
   I have to sit down at this announcement.  I sit next to Darren and lean close to him.  I never realized he wanted me to adopt him.  I thought he resented me taking his mom’s place.  “That’s very sweet,” I say.  “I’m not sure it’ll happen.  What if your mom gets better?”
 
   “She won’t.”  Darren says this with such conviction that I don’t know what to say.  “She’s never going to get better.”
 
   “You can’t give up hope, Darren.  Your mom needs your support.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Come on, let’s write a song.  What do we do first?”
 
   “Well, when I write a song, I close my eyes and listen.”
 
   “Listen to what?”
 
   “To the muse or whatever.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”
 
   “You don’t believe me.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”  I close my eyes and try to listen for any little voice, a muse or whatever. 
 
   I do hear something.  It is like someone whispers in my ear.  At first I think it must be Darren, but it’s my voice.  I know from the words I’m talking to Mac, to say what I should have said last night.  These are the words that will make him want to marry me.
 
   I open my eyes.  I ask Darren, “Can I borrow your notebook?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   I know Maddy is still depressed when we go to a Chinese buffet restaurant for dinner.  From the heaps of General Tso’s chicken, pepper steak, and fried shrimp on her plate I know it’s bad.  Whenever Maddy abandons her vegetarianism, it means she’s really depressed.
 
   “So how did it go at the police station?” I ask.
 
   “OK,” she says between mouthfuls.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.”  She looks like a wreck, especially with General Tso sauce on the front of the sweatshirt she didn’t change out of.
 
   “It was a little weird,” she says.  “The weirdest part is looking at his handwriting; it’s pretty much the same as mine.  Can that be hereditary?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Ask Dr. Palmer.”
 
   “I might have to.  Anyway, Dad really needed an iPad.  I could hardly read anything he scribbled down.  And half of what I could read was barely in English.  It’ll take me days to interpret the stuff I copied.”  
 
   “He was probably in a hurry,” I say, to defend my awful penmanship.  It’s gotten a little better since I became a woman, though not much.  Now my gibberish has more loops and swirls in it.
 
   “I guess,” Maddy says.  She chomps down a mouthful of shrimp.  “The stuff I was reading for this Vollmer thing was back when I was two or so.  I don’t really remember any of it.  I thought maybe seeing his words would help, but it didn’t.”
 
   “You were too little to remember anything.  I don’t remember anything until I was three or four.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Maddy polishes off her plate.  I have to wait for her to come back with another one before she continues, “It’s kind of stupid, but I was hoping this would help me see him in a new way.  I thought I might see what made him tick.  You know, like what kind of guy he was that he could leave me and Mom and never talk to us again.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.  I eat some fried rice while I try to think of what to say.  “I’m sure he still loved you.”
 
   She considers that while she finishes off the second plate of food.  “I think it did tell me what I wanted to know.  All he ever cared about was work.  He never had time for anything else, especially not me.”
 
   There’s not a lot I can say to that.  The factual evidence supports Maddy’s claim.  I missed out on most of her life long before her mom and I divorced.  It was only in my heart that I felt differently.  I can’t tell Maddy that, unless I tell her who I really am.  Then I’ll probably lose her forever.
 
   I try to change the subject.  “I wrote a song today.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “I did like you said.  I wrote a song for you and Grace.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yeah.”  My face turns warm.  “Darren helped tweak the wording.  I’ll have to give him credit on the album.”
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   “If your hands are clean.”
 
   “Fine.  Sing it to me then.”
 
   “Maybe later.”
 
   “You don’t want to do it in a restaurant full of people?  I thought you liked an audience,” she teases.
 
   I reluctantly pass the notebook to her.  “Here.”
 
   As she reads it, her cheeks turn red.  Tears start to come to her eyes.  “Oh my God,” she says.  “This is so awesome.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “It’s exactly right.”  She reaches across the table to take my hand.  “Don’t you and Darren change a word of it.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   ***
 
   I splurge on a cab back home, so nothing will happen to my notebook on the train.  Jake and Tess have already gone to bed when I sneak into the house.  I’m sure Tess will scold me about that tomorrow, even though I’m too old for a curfew.  She’s of that old school that says, “Nothing good happens after midnight.”  Which is true in my experience.
 
   I go straight up to my room and leave the notebook on the vanity.  By then I barely have the energy to change out of my schoolgirl clothes, into a nightgown.  I crawl into bed and hug Pinky while I wish it was Mac.
 
   I’m glad Maddy likes the song, though I really wrote it for Mac and I.  I suppose it can work for either of us; our journey towards marriage has been about the same.  Mine has a lot more weird twists.  Five years ago I was a broken down drunk who wallowed in grief, certain I’d never love anyone again and now I’m a young woman with a boyfriend who will hopefully get the courage to marry her.
 
   I’m roused from sleep when something taps against my window.  At first I assume it’s a bug or the wind.  Then I hear the sound again.  It happens twice more in quick succession.
 
   I finally crawl out of bed.  For lack of a weapon I keep Pinky in hand.  I put on my glasses and then go over to the window.  I part the curtains and see it was no natural phenomenon.
 
   It’s Mac, armed with a handful of pebbles.  I remember doing something similar to Darren when I was his girlfriend.  I open the window.  “What are you doing?” I hiss.  “Do you know what time it is?”
 
   ‘“What light through yonder window breaks,”’ Mac says.  He sounds as if he’s reading off his free hand.  He continues:
 
    
 
   It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!--
 
   Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon,
 
   Who is already sick and pale with grief,
 
   That thou her maid art far more fair than she:
 
   Be not her maid, since she is envious;
 
   Her vestal livery is but sick and green—
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Didn’t you read Romeo & Juliet in college?”
 
   “No.  But Maddy did make me watch that movie with Leonardo diCaprio.”
 
   “I played Romeo in high school,” he says.
 
   “So what?”
 
   “I was trying to be romantic.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Will you come down here?”
 
   “Maybe you should scale the wall, up to my balcony.”
 
   “Only if you throw down a ladder.”
 
   I shake my head at him.  “I’ll be down in a minute.”
 
   My hands shake so badly that it takes more than a minute for me to change into a T-shirt and jeans, run a comb through my hair, and slip on a pair of shoes.  As much as I’d like to look perfect, like I did that night at Lorenzo’s, there’s no time.  At least I won’t look so goofy as if I come down there in a pink flannel nightgown and fuzzy slippers.
 
   I want to run through the house, but I have to be careful so I don’t wake Tess up.  I creep down the stairs and pause when one creaks.  I don’t hear anything, so I keep going.  
 
   I shut the front door gently and then race around to the backyard.  I throw myself at Mac, our recent troubles forgotten.  He doesn’t expect it, so we tumble to the ground.  The grass is wet with dew that stains the back of my shirt and pants as I lie on the grass.  I giggle like an idiot as Mac helps me up.  This time he’s ready for me to throw my arms around his neck the way I did to Tess earlier.  I shower him with kisses; I end with one on his lips.
 
   “That was really sweet,” I say.  “Am I really your Juliet?”
 
   “Yes.  I just hope you don’t run any daggers through your heart.”
 
   “Only if you poison yourself.”
 
   “Maybe I should have used another play,” he says.  “That one doesn’t end very well.”
 
   “Maybe we can fix that,” I say.  I give him another kiss.
 
   He shakes me off and then does what I’ve dreamed of for the last couple of days.  He gets down on one knee.  He reaches into his pocket to take out a blue velvet box.  When he opens it, I see a diamond ring.  The diamond is about the size of a pea, which must have set him back quite a bit.  It’s set in a gold band that overall is kind of plain, but classy—like me.
 
   “Stacey Chance, will you make me the happiest man in the world and marry me?”
 
   “Hell yes,” I shout.  I let him slip the ring on my finger before I bowl him over again.  In between kisses I smile at him.  “What took you so long?”
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Chapter 7
 
   Tess is the first one I tell about my impending nuptials.  Not exactly by choice, though I would have definitely told her first thing in the morning.  Instead I get a chance to tell her much earlier when she comes out to the backyard in her robe and slippers, one of Jake’s golf clubs in hand.
 
   She finds Mac and I in a somewhat compromising position.  We’re both fully clothed, but Mac is on top of me.  From Tess’s point of view it might have looked like we were about to fuck right on Tess’s lawn.  Tess is kind of prudish about these things, so it’s no surprise when she roars, “What is the meaning of this?”
 
   Mac tumbles off me and lands next to me on the grass.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Madigan—”
 
   “Stacey, what are you doing out here?  It’s the middle of the night.”
 
   I spring to my feet and hold up my left hand.  “Grandma, look!”  With the glee of a toddler on Christmas morning I rush at her to show her the ring.  “Isn’t it pretty?”
 
   “Oh my,” Tess says.  
 
   That’s all she can get out before I jump on her, arms around her neck.  I give her a kiss on the cheek.  “We’re getting married, Grandma!  Isn’t it wonderful?”
 
   “Yes, dear,” she says.  She sounds almost disappointed.
 
   “Are you really happy for me?” I ask.  I slip back to the ground.  My mood does a one-eighty; tears come to my eyes.  “You probably still don’t think I should.”
 
   “Oh, no, dear, of course not,” Tess says.  She pats me on the back.  “I’m very happy for you.  For both of you.”  Then Tess gets back into her comfort zone as my surrogate grandma.  “Let’s go inside before you catch your death out here.  I’ll make you both some hot cocoa.”
 
   Part of me wants to protest being treated like a child.  The rest of me notes it is kind of cold out here in just a T-shirt and jeans, especially when I’m wet from the dew.  “OK,” I say.  I take my fiancé’s hand to lead him into the house.
 
   Mac and I wait in the dining room while Tess fusses around in the kitchen to make the cocoa.  This gives me a chance to study the ring under the better light of the dining room.  The diamond is even more spectacular than I imagined, the way it gleams with an inner fire.  I give a low whistle and say, “This must have set you back a pretty penny.”
 
   “Actually, it was free.”
 
   “What, did you steal it?” I ask with a grin.
 
   Mac shifts uncomfortably in his seat.  “It was my grandmother’s ring.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.  “It was just earlier you said you went to the jewelry store—”
 
   “I did, but this time I wanted to do something special.”
 
   “I see,” I say.  “You didn’t think I was special enough before.”
 
   “It’s not that,” he says.  He looks down at the table.  “I had to ask my mother for it.  She was holding out for Mary Anne to wear it—”  His voice trails off as it always does when the topic of his sister comes up.  
 
   Tears bubble up in my eyes again.  I lean over to kiss him on the lips.  “God, I’m so sorry,” I say.  “I know how hard that must have been.”
 
   “But it’s worth it,” he says.  He gives me a kiss.
 
   We’re interrupted by Tess again; this time she carries a tray of three steaming mugs.  “Here you go, dears,” she chirps.  She sets the mugs down in front of us.  Once we finally have to come up for air, we turn to face her.
 
   “I assume you two don’t have a date yet?” Tess asks.
 
   “No ma’am,” Mac says, to act like a good future surrogate in-law.
 
   “Have you given any thought to what kind of service you’re going to have?”
 
   To buy some time, I take a long pull from my mug.  Then I dab at some whipped cream around my mouth.  “I’m not sure,” I say.  “We’ll have to talk it over.”
 
   “You are going to have a service, aren’t you?  Or are you just going to do it at the courthouse?”  I know which option Tess prefers.  Being a good Christian she wants me to get married at the Episcopalian church where she and Jake got married, the one they still attend every week and I go to when I can.
 
   “We have to talk about that too,” I say.
 
   Tess takes a sip of her cocoa and then smiles.  “I don’t mean to be such a worrywart,” she says.  “I’m very happy for you both.”
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Madigan,” Mac says.
 
   “What’s going on down here?” Jake asks from the doorway.  He still wears only a T-shirt and plaid boxers.  At least he didn’t bring his gun with him.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   Before Mac can say anything, I turn around and hold out my hand.  “Mac and I are getting married!”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Grandpa.  He just proposed to me.”
 
   “Oh.”  He lurches over to give me a hug.  As he does, I can smell stale alcohol on his breath.  He must have hit the bottle in his study.  “Congratulations, sweetheart.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandpa.”
 
   “Would you like anything, dear?” Tess asks.
 
   “I think I’ll just leave the lovebirds to their business and go back to bed,” Jake says and then staggers out of the room, back upstairs.
 
   “Well, I suppose he’s right,” Tess says with a thin smile.  She stands up and then pats my hand.  “Don’t stay up too late, dear.”
 
   I wait until Tess is gone to turn to Mac.  “So,” I start, “when are you thinking of getting hitched?”
 
   ***
 
   We talk about it for a couple of hours, until we’re both exhausted.  Mac, being a gentleman, crashes on the living room couch while I go upstairs to my bed.  Unable to sleep, I watch the moonlight sparkle off the ring on my finger.
 
   All the joy from earlier starts to ferment into nervousness in my stomach.  Even the last few days when I thought Mac would propose, I haven’t considered the details of the wedding much.  
 
   My first wedding was the traditional kind, held in the Methodist church Debbie’s parents had been married in.  Our wedding was not long after the famous Princess Diana and Prince Charles one, so of course Debbie had to have a dress like hers, though she couldn’t get a train nearly as long.  I was certainly no prince; my eyes were red with dark circles around them from drinking with my groomsmen the night before —Jake and a couple other buddies from the force.  I did wear my formal uniform, the only time I ever wore it freshly-pressed and neat as the day it came out of the factory.
 
   I get maybe two hours of sleep before I get up.  Mac is already up and has found where Tess keeps the coffee.  “Hey,” he says and then gives me a kiss.  “Have a rough night?”
 
   “Is it that noticeable?”
 
   “Only for someone who’s used to seeing you in the morning.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”  I’m grateful for the cup of coffee he hands to me.  I drink it black this morning; I need the extra bitterness to help wake me up.  
 
   Mac puts an arm around me.  “This isn’t going to change anything with us,” he says.  “It’s just going to make our love official to the rest of the world, right?”
 
   “Right,” I say, a tremble of uncertainty in my voice.
 
   “Are you worried about the preparations?”
 
   “A little.”  I take another gulp of coffee.  “When I got married before, I didn’t have to do anything except show up.  Debbie insisted on doing everything herself.  This time—”
 
   “We can hire someone to help you.”
 
   “I guess.”  I look up into Mac’s warm eyes.  “It’s just last night with Grandma Tess scared me a little.  I don’t want to upset anyone.  I want this to be a happy occasion.”
 
   “It will be,” he says.  “Whatever problems come up, we’ll get through it.  Right?”
 
   “Right,” I say again, just as uncertainly.
 
   Mac gives me another, longer kiss to try to shake some of my doubts away.  “Why don’t you go up and take a shower and then I’ll drive you into work?”
 
   “All right,” I say.  I stand on my toes to give him another peck on the cheek.  “Thanks.”
 
   ***
 
   My legs look even grosser today than before I shaved last night.  The hairs are so long it’s hard to see any skin underneath.  Am I becoming a werewolf?  I don’t feel like making Mac wait while I shave them again, so I throw on some pants to cover them up after I shower.  I put on a clean T-shirt and tie my hair in a sloppy ponytail so I might look sixteen today instead of fourteen.  A sixteen-year-old with an engagement ring.  My cheeks turn red in the mirror at that thought.
 
   Tess is down in the dining room to talk with Mac.  I hope she’s not pressuring him about having the wedding at her church.  I hear her say, “With her upbringing, I’m sure she’ll need a lot of help.”
 
   “Stacey is a very capable young woman.”
 
   “Yes, of course, but she’s inexperienced in these matters.  A wedding isn’t like one of those singing shows she does.  It’s much more involved.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll welcome any advice you have, Mrs. Madigan.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”
 
   I see that as my cue to bound into the room.  I put my arms around Tess’s neck and then kiss her cheek.  “Morning, Grandma!”
 
   “Good morning, sweetheart.  You’re all set to go already?”
 
   “Yep.  Even before Grandpa for once.”
 
   “So are you going to work today?” Tess asks.
 
   “Yes.  Not that I’ll do much work,” I say.
 
   She pats my ring hand.  “You just make sure to take good care of Dr. Macintosh’s grandmother’s ring.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And be careful.  There are many nasty people in the city who wouldn’t miss a beat on taking that ring and pawning it for drug money.”
 
   “I know, Grandma.  I’m not going to wave it around to everyone.”  I give her another kiss on the cheek.  “I’ll call you later, OK?”
 
   “All right, dear.”
 
   Then I take Mac’s hand and we go out to his car.
 
   ***
 
   I open the store at seven-thirty, which is perhaps the earliest it’s ever opened.  It’s early enough that Maddy and Grace aren’t up yet.  I sit behind the counter and stare at the ring and my notebook.  Instead of working on my song, I’ve flipped to a blank page, where I try to figure out all the things I need to do before my big day.
 
   It’s the reception that’s an even bigger hassle than the ceremony.  You have to have a place to stage it, with seating, centerpieces, and so forth.  You need a caterer and a DJ or something for the music.  Balloons, flowers, crepe paper—it’s unbelievable once you start thinking about it.  And of course there’s the cake.  Which especially nowadays you have to worry someone will be allergic to chocolate or peanuts or wheat.
 
   I stash the notebook when I hear footsteps coming down the stairs.  From the heaviness of the steps, I’m sure it’s Maddy.  She wears a pink flannel nightgown, the kind of thing I know she only wears when she and Grace sleep in separate bedrooms.  She yawns while she runs a hand through her tangled hair.  “What’s with the early bird?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Nothing much.  Mac gave me a ride this morning.”  I keep my left hand hidden as I say this.  “You know, after he stopped by last night to ask me to marry him.”
 
   Then I put my left hand on the counter so she can see the diamond wink in the fluorescent lights of the store.  Maddy stares at me for a moment.  Her mouth goes slack.  Then she screams so loud that I have to cover my ears.
 
   She moves much faster than a woman her size should be able to; she runs over to me and then picks me up right off the stool.  She continues to scream while she pumps me up and down.  “Oh my God!” she shouts over and over.
 
   I’m out of breath and my midsection aches by the time she puts me back down.  “I can’t believe it,” she says.  “What happened?  Tell me everything.”
 
   So I tell her about Mac throwing pebbles at my window to wake me up and then doing his bad Romeo & Juliet for me.  “That’s so romantic,” Maddy says with a sigh.  “Did he climb up the house and all that?”
 
   “No, I went down there.”  I skip over the part where I knocked him onto the ground from my enthusiasm.  “Then he got down on one knee and took the ring out.”
 
   Maddy holds up my hand to study the ring.  “It’s a hell of a rock.”
 
   “It was his grandma’s ring.  He got it from his mom for me.”
 
   “Wow.  That’s so awesome,” Maddy says with another sigh.  We both start to tear up.  She gives me another, gentler hug.  “I’m so happy for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   In all the commotion, neither of us notices Grace until she asks, “What’s going on?”  Unlike Maddy, she’s dressed in an oversized T-shirt that barely covers her panties.  Her hair’s even wilder; it’s poofed out into a great frizzy ball.  I hold up my hand so her bleary eyes can see the ring.  “You said yes this time?”
 
   Maddy answers for me.  “He was way more romantic this time.  He did Romeo & Juliet for her.  And that’s his grandma’s ring, not some cheesy department store one.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Grace gives me a much gentler hug than Maddy.  “Congratulations, Stace.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So when are you getting married?”
 
   “We’re not sure yet,” I say.  “We haven’t figured much out yet.”
 
   Maddy startles me with a girlish squeal.  “Wait right there,” she says.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   Maddy thunders up the stairs, to leave Grace and I alone.  Grace gives me a shy smile.  “I guess I’ll have to find another street urchin to coerce into managing the place.”
 
   “No, of course not.  Maybe if I get a record contract and have to tour and stuff—”
 
   “I just mean you probably aren’t going to want to hang around a dump like this anymore.  You’ll probably want to have lunch at the country club with all the other doctor’s wives.”
 
   I reach out with my right hand to take Grace’s hand.  “Do I look like that kind of girl to you?”
 
   “Well no, but when I met you, you weren’t the kind of girl to wear red glasses either.”
 
   I remember something Grace said about five years ago, how this city changes people over time.  It’s certainly changed me in a lot of ways.  I squeeze Grace’s hand.  “No matter what happens, I’m not going to forget you and Maddy.  If you hadn’t found me at that thrift store and offered me the job here, I don’t think any of this would have happened.  I’d probably still be eating out of dumpsters.”
 
   “Thanks, Stace.”
 
   We’re hugging when Maddy rumbles back down the stairs.  I look up to see she carries a bundle of magazines.  Grace and I part so Maddy can dump the magazines on the counter.  They’re bridal magazines, some as old as six years ago.  Clearly Maddy has thought about marriage for a long time.
 
   “Where have you been keeping those?” Grace asks.
 
   “My hiding place,” Maddy says.  She sits down on a stool next to me and then grabs one of the magazines.  She flips it open to a picture of a five-tiered cake.  “Doesn’t that look so good?  It’s gluten-free and everything so it’s like the healthiest wedding cake you can have.”
 
   Maddy tells me more about the cake.  When I look up, Grace is gone.
 
   ***
 
   By the end of the day, my head swims.  Over the last ten hours we’ve talked about everything from the cake to the dress to my hair to what the flower girl should wear.  Even over takeout Chinese, Maddy talks almost nonstop, with a few breaks for me to mutter something positive.
 
   I take a cab over to Mac’s place.  Darren is at the piano when I come through the door.  “What do you think?” I ask and hold out the ring for him.
 
   “It’s nice.”
 
   “Just nice?”
 
   “It’s pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I sit down on the bench next to him.  “Are you happy about it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.”  I clear my throat.  “My friend and I were talking and if you want, you could be our ring bearer.”
 
   “Isn’t that for little kids?”
 
   “Sometimes.  I don’t know many little kids, though.”  As his possible-future-adopted-mother, I rub his back.  “Or maybe your uncle will ask you to be a groomsman.  Or an usher.  It was just a thought, you know?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I don’t want to put any pressure on you.”
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   I know I’ve embarrassed him too much, so I stand up.  “I’m going upstairs for a little while.  Can you let your uncle know I’m here when he gets in?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I take my load of magazines up to the bathroom, to flip through them while I let the water in the bathtub run.  There are so many things to do, choices to make.  But for now all I do is slip into the tub with a weary sigh and fall asleep in the warm water.
 
   I wake to someone kissing my cheek.  When I open my eyes, I see Mac smiling down at me.  “Hello, sleepyhead,” he says.  He motions to the magazines over on the counter.  “Doing a little research?”
 
   “Actually Madison did the research for me.  She’s been squirreling those away for years, for when she and Grace get married.”
 
   He goes into psychologist mode.  “What do you think it means that she gave them to you?”
 
   “That she’s given up on marrying Grace.”
 
   “That seems like a good guess.”
 
   I let out a groan and say, “She talked my ears off all day about it.”
 
   “Sounds like we already have a wedding planner.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.  One who works for free.  That’ll save some money.”  I wave helplessly at the magazines.  “This is supposed to be my wedding.  Not hers.  But if I don’t do what she wants, it’s going to break her heart—”
 
   Mac bends down to kiss my forehead.  “It is your wedding,” he says.  “So it’s up to you to set clear boundaries.  Make it clear to Madison that you appreciate her suggestions, but you’re still in charge.”
 
   “That won’t work, not with Maddy.  She’s always had this wild enthusiasm.  Once she gets worked up about something, she goes at it full tilt.”
 
   “I don’t know where she got that from.”
 
   I smile at my fiancé.  “Sure, blame me.”
 
   “If Madison is really your friend, then she’ll respect your space.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   He kisses my forehead again.  “Don’t worry about it.  Everything will be fine.”  He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “But if you’re feeling too stressed, I know a few good techniques to release tension.”
 
   To give me a preview, he massages my shoulders for a minute, until I sink under the water with a grateful sigh.  When I pop back up, Mac brushes wet hair from my face.  “Dinner’s ready downstairs whenever you get hungry.”
 
   “I’ll be right there,” I say.  Then I remember my werewolf legs.  “I just want to tidy up a little first.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   I keep my eyes closed to pretend I’m still asleep until Mac kisses my forehead and then leaves the bedroom.  Only then do I sit up.  That’s harder to do these days, as my gut expands.  It’s big enough now that it rests on my thighs when I sit.  It must be some kind of record that I’ve put on thirty pounds in three weeks.  Soon I’ll be as big as Maddy, though I already look bigger than her because I’m so much shorter.
 
   With a groan I run a hand through hair that’s become a dry, cracked desert.  My hand comes back with dozens of long hairs still attached.  I see more hair on my pillow.  That’s why I didn’t want to get up until Mac left; I don’t want him to see I’m balding.
 
   I waddle into the bathroom as fast as I can.  When I turn on the light it’s hard to suppress a gasp.  I look awful.  I lean close to the mirror and run my hand through my hair again.  The thick curtain of bangs over my forehead has eroded to a few wispy stragglers.  Behind that, the hair on the crown of my head has thinned to where I can see my scalp.  As for the back, it’s barely shoulder-length now.
 
   While the top of my head loses hair, everywhere else has gained it.  I really am turning into a werewolf:  my legs, arms, and even my chest have grown a coat of wiry black hairs that remain no matter how often I shave.  Before long I’ll have to have someone laser it off—if that will even keep it at bay.  I lean closer to the mirror to see I’ve got a mustache.  It’s just thin black down right now, but noticeable in the right light.  There’s more down along my jaw, along the flabby jowls that have begun to show.  I’m becoming the bearded lady!
 
   I take the comb off the counter and then start to comb my hair.  In the past I would part it in the center, but now I’ve shifted the part over to the left, so I can scrape it over across my scalp—a female combover.  Then I gather up what I can to form a short ponytail.
 
   With the hair out of my way, I can start on the lengthy process of shaving.  I decide today to start with my face.  For this I use Mac’s razor.  I rub his shaving cream over my plump cheeks and droopy jowls.  I haven’t shaved my face in five years, not since I was a man.  It’s like riding a bike; I just need a few strokes to get the hang of it again.  I don’t even cut myself, not that it’s easy to do that anymore with these safety razors.
 
   For the rest I have to practically bathe in shaving cream.  I start with my gut; I coat the rolls of fat in shaving cream so I can shave off the down with my pink Lady Bic.  The skin looks bright pink after I’ve swiped the razor over it.  There’s still some stubble that promises to sprout into a new field of hair I’ll have to shave tomorrow morning, if not this afternoon.
 
   The hardest part is to shave my right arm, if only because it forces me to use my left hand.  The lines I plow across the layer of shaving cream are uneven, which leaves gaps as if I’m wearing pinstripes.  I swipe the razor as best I can to clean these up too.
 
   I go through two disposable razors every morning.  When I’m done, I turn to the mirror.  I try to smile, which only makes things worse.  My teeth have inexplicably turned yellow.  They’ve started to get crooked too, to the point I’ll need braces before much longer.  For the moment, at least, I look like a woman.  I might be fat, with thin hair and bad teeth, but I’m a woman, not a freak.
 
   I go back into the bedroom.  One day when I knew Tess would be out, I slipped into her house to find my clothes from about five years ago.  They were too big before, but my gut stretches them enough so they fit well enough.  I wear sweatshirts and sweatpants a lot of the time, but for today I put on a white blouse that has gaps between some of the lower buttons, through which my stomach is visible.  With a groan I start to unbutton the blouse.  I find another without buttons that will probably show a roll of fat if I lift my arms too high.  I make sure to find the longest skirt I can, one that won’t show how hairy my legs are for whenever it grows back.
 
   Mac is already gone by the time I go downstairs.  He’s taken Darren to school.  A note on the fridge reads, “Good luck on your demos.”  They both signed it and put an “XXOO” beneath it.  I smile a little; it feels like we’re already a family.
 
   I open the fridge to take out a cup of yogurt.  The strange thing is, I haven’t eaten more the last three weeks, not unless I’ve been sleepwalking.  I’ve heard of water retention causing someone to gain weight, but thirty pounds?
 
   It’s stress, I tell myself.  Stress from the recording session today coupled with all the hubbub about the wedding.  Once everything calms down a little—when I get that record deal and become Mrs. Robert Macintosh—then I’ll be myself again, not this chubby werewolf.
 
   I wash down the yogurt with a cup of water and then it’s time to go.  Lately when I ride the train, it feels like everyone watches me.  If someone laughs, I instantly think it must be about me.  In three weeks I’ve gone from a cute little bride-to-be into a fat, hairy freak.  
 
   To ignore the imagined stares of the other passengers, I check messages on my phone.  There’s one from Dr. Palmer to say I’m late for my monthly appointment.  I should have gone in last week.  There’s just too much to do.  I have to plan and shop for the wedding, plus I still have to work out the kinks in my original song.  There’s no time to sit around a lab and get blood drawn.
 
   I type in a reply, to tell her I’ll be in soon.  Then I open the next message to see Maddy’s got a new idea for the centerpieces.  As I sigh, I imagine more hair falling off my head.
 
   ***
 
   It’s no surprise Mr. Swift doesn’t recognize me at first.  The last time he saw me was over three weeks ago, when I was skinny and cute.  His eyes narrow as he tries to figure out who this bloated, balding creature is.  He finally forces a smile to his face.  “Hello, Stacey,” he says.  “You’re early.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.
 
   “Well, let me show you around.”  He gives me the grand tour of the place, which doesn’t take long.  The studio isn’t much bigger than Jake and Tess’s house.  The crown jewel is the control room with its mixing board, separated from the studio by a pane of glass.  There are already a couple of guys about Mac’s age in the control room, to get things ready.  They pretend not to be shocked when Swift introduces me.  “Stacey is a very talented young singer,” Swift says.
 
   They shake my hand and we exchange pleasantries.  They’ve both done some work for artists I’ve never heard of, not anyone really famous.  I nod to act like I’m impressed.
 
   Then we go through a door into the studio.  There’s a quartet of musicians in there:  a gangly guy on the piano, a fat guy on the drums, a skinny guy on the trumpet, and a middle-aged woman on the bass.  I’m too nervous to remember their names or anything else about them.  We exchange pleasantries too; I try not to say anything stupid.
 
   The first embarrassing moment comes when a technician has to adjust the microphone so I can sing into it.  I could sit on a stool, but I’d rather stand, like I do on stage.  Swift assures everyone it’s for the best.  While the microphone gets adjusted, the other musicians tune their instruments.  Everyone seems to know what they’re doing except for me.
 
   Once the microphone is fixed, Swift pats me on the shoulder.  “They’re just going to want you to warm up a little.  Don’t be nervous.  We have plenty of tape and the studio is yours for as long as you need it.”
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Swift.”
 
   I practice my scales.  One of the control room guys gets on the intercom to tell me the levels are fine.  “Let’s give it a run through,” he says.
 
   Our first track is “Anything Goes,” the one Maddy says is my best.  I turn to my rented band.  “You guys ready?”  They nod back to me.  “OK, let’s do it.”
 
   I close my eyes and focus on my breathing.  This is it, my big break.  I count off to myself as the band gets through the intro.  Then I open my mouth and sing.
 
   I manage to get through the first half of the song without a problem.  But then, I start to cough.  It’s not a dainty little cough either, more like the cough of someone in the late stages of emphysema.  It’s the kind of cough that doubles me over.  The bass player stops to pat me on the back like I’m a baby.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I wheeze through coughs.  The kindly bass player hands a bottle of water to me.  I take a few swigs of that.  I finally stop coughing.  “Thanks,” I tell the bass player.  My throat sounds a little scratchy, so I finish the rest of the water.
 
   “Let’s try it again,” one of the control room guys says.
 
   The band sets up again.  I close my eyes and try to relax.  I count off the beat again.  When it’s time, I start to sing.  This time I get about a third of the way through before the coughing starts.  A pat on the back and bottle of water doesn’t help this time.
 
   Mr. Swift hurries into the studio.  He takes me by the arm to help me back into the control room.  I still can’t stop coughing.  “Relax,” he tells me.  “It’ll pass.”
 
   “You want to call a doctor?” one of the control room guys asks.
 
   “Not yet,” Swift says.  Another few minutes go by.  I drink two more bottles of water.  All it does is make my throat feel like wet sandpaper.  At least the coughing finally stops.  “Let’s give it a few more minutes.”
 
   “OK,” I say, my voice little more than a whisper.
 
   “Have you been ill lately, Stacey?” Swift asks.  “You don’t look well.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I rasp.  “I just need a few minutes.”
 
   He helps me off the chair and leads me back to an office.  There’s a couch in there.  I feel like a child as he spreads a blanket over me.  “You rest for a little bit in here, all right?”
 
   “All right,” I say.  I brace for him to kiss my forehead, but he doesn’t go that far.  He just turns out the lights so I can take a nap.
 
   For a studio the sound carries pretty well.  I can hear Swift on his phone.  “She’s choking,” he says.  “No, I mean she’s literally choking.  These coughing fits.  I don’t know what’s up.  Better get someone to look at her.  I’ve got about two minutes that would be usable.  No, it’s probably in her head.”  Swift laughs about something, probably at my expense.  “I should send you a picture.  She must have been sitting around eating ice cream for the last three weeks.  No, bigger.  Yeah, like your wife.  Look, I gottta go.  I’ll call you later.”
 
   I roll over on the couch so if he peeks in here he won’t see me crying and guess I overheard him.  As I lie there, I wonder if he’s right.  Maybe the coughing is all in my head.  That subconscious part of me that’s still Detective Steve Fischer might be rebelling against an occupation he thinks is too girly.
 
   I think about this for a couple of hours, until I can’t hold in all that water I drank.  Then I get up from the couch and open the door.  There’s a bathroom down the hall.  I sit down on the seat and let it rip.  As soon as I do, pain burns through my lower half.  I stand up and see blood in the bowl.
 
   God, not my period!  Please, not now.  I’ve got all I can handle.  What makes it even worse is my purse with the spare tampons is in the control room.  There’s no dispenser in here either.
 
   I wait until the blood is down to a trickle and then wipe up the mess with a wad of toilet paper.  That will have to do for now.  When I stand up, my knees are weak, so weak I have to put a hand against the stall to balance myself. 
 
   I should go home.  Mr. Swift is right that I don’t look well.  I don’t feel well either.  I should go see Dr. Palmer.  She’ll know what to do.  At least she might be able to explain what I’ve got.  Unless it’s just performance anxiety; Mac would be the better one to see about that.
 
   I stumble out to the sink.  My face is red and sweaty, like I’ve just run a couple of miles.  The sweat ruined my combover too, so that swathes of my scalp are visible.  When I try to fix it, all I get is more hair in my hand.
 
   With renewed determination, I begin to do my scales.  But something’s wrong:  I can’t hit the high notes.  When I try, my voice cracks like when I was a fourteen-year-old boy.  “What the hell is going on?” I ask myself, except instead of my cute chipmunk voice, it’s like someone slowed it to a quarter speed.  “What’s happening to me?” I ask myself in my new baritone.
 
   I hurry to the control room, where Swift waits.  I wheeze and grunt while I gesture to my throat.  He nods to me.  “That’s all right.  No problem.  We can set up another time when you’re feeling better.  All right?”
 
   I nod to him.  He pats me on the back.  “You call my secretary when you’re well again and she’ll make the arrangements.”
 
   I nod again to thank him.  He shakes my hand.  “Let me call you a cab.  This is no time for you to go riding around on the subway.”  
 
   Perhaps the most humiliating part of the day is that I have to sit in the control room and hug my purse to my chest while everyone packs up to go home.  No one looks at me or talks to me.  I’ve made a fool of myself.  I need every ounce of willpower I have not to sob right then.
 
   I save that for when I get in the cab.
 
   ***
 
   I go straight to the bedroom and curl up on the bed.  I pull the covers over my head so no one has to see how hideous I am.
 
   At some point I fall asleep.  When I wake up it’s dark in the bedroom.  I feel someone shake me.  Mac says, “Stacey, what’s wrong?  Did something happen at the studio?”
 
   I don’t say anything.  I don’t want Mac to hear my terrible baritone that’s as gross as the rest of me.  “Stacey, stop hiding from me.  We have to talk about this.  What happened?”  He finally rips the covers off of me.  I vainly try to cover up again, but he pulls them out of reach.  Mac pulls me close to him.  I lean on his shoulder to cry.  “What happened, Stacey?”
 
   I still don’t want to talk, so like at the studio I wheeze and grunt while I point to my throat.  “You lost your voice?”  I nod to him.  “I see.  And things didn’t go well?”  I shake my head.
 
   “Wait here a second,” he says.  He leaves the room for a minute, long enough for me to snuggle beneath the covers again.  At least there I can feel warm and safe.  This time Mac pulls the covers right off the bed.  He hands my phone to me.  “OK, now tell me what happened.”
 
   “I choked,” I type.  “Started coughing.  Lost my voice.”
 
   “You think this was deliberate?”  I nod to confirm his suspicion.  “Performance anxiety can be perfectly natural in stressful situations.  I’m sure if you explain, Mr. Swift will give you another chance.”
 
   I shake my head violently.  “I fucked up,” I type.  “Wasted too much $$$.  They won’t want me back.”
 
   “Then we’ll find another record label.  You can always make a demo on your own.  I can help you pay for it,” he says.  I collapse into his arms again and hug him.  I mouth, “I love you.”  He nods to me.  “I love you too, honey.  But just to be safe, I think tomorrow you should go see Dr. Palmer.”
 
   I shake my head.  On the phone I type, “I’ll be fine.  Just need rest.”
 
   “Stacey, I’m not stupid.  I’ve noticed the weight, the hair clogging the drains.”  For emphasis, he runs a hand through my thin, dry hair.  “I know you’re under a lot of stress right now, but you aren’t well.  We need to rule out anything medically wrong.”
 
   I shake my head again.  “Can’t tomorrow.  Dress fitting.”
 
   “Then reschedule it.  I’m serious, Stacey.  I’m worried about your health.”
 
   I think about it for a moment and then nod to him.  “Tomorrow PM,” I type.
 
   “That’s fine,” he says.  “In the meantime I want you to get out of those clothes, into some pajamas.  I’ll make you some soup.  I know I’m not a medical doctor, but I think you need to get a lot of rest tonight and some fluids.”
 
   I give him a kiss on the cheek in case I’m contagious, though it’s probably too late for that by now.  “I’m going to call Dr. Palmer too.  You get changed and lie down.”
 
   “OK,” I whisper.
 
   He kisses me on the forehead, possibly worried I’m contagious.  Then he’s gone.  I do as he says and change into a nightgown that even with the weight I’ve put on is huge.  As I crawl back into bed, I bring the covers with me.  Before long I’m asleep.
 
   I wake up later to find a cold bowl of soup and a note from Mac that says he’s sleeping downstairs tonight.  I don’t bother with the soup; instead I fall back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Although it seems impossible, I feel worse the next morning.  Even before I open my eyes, my throat feels like someone scraped at it with a rusty file for the last twelve hours.  I have to roll out of bed and speed-waddle into the bathroom so I can hack up a wad of yellow phlegm into the toilet.  I stay down there for a couple of minutes as I pant from the effort.
 
   It takes even more effort to lever myself back up.  The nightgown that was big the night before has become snug around my huge belly.  I don’t dare get on the scale out of fear for what the numbers will be.  The only place that’s lost weight are my breasts, to the point my bra sags loosely, much too big for the nubs that remain.
 
   My morning ritual goes like normal—or what’s passed for normal the last couple of weeks—until I sit down to pee.  It feels like I’ve got a cork lodged in my vagina.  I have to push as hard as Debbie did to give birth to Maddy just to get a tiny stream of piss out.  By the time I’m done, my balding head is coated with sweat and I want to crawl back into bed for another twelve hours.
 
   Instead I stumble downstairs, where I find Mac and Darren have already left.  Mac’s left me another note; this one says the appointment with Dr. Palmer is for three in the afternoon at her lab.  At the bottom he wrote, “Please be there, honey.”
 
   ***
 
   As a fan of “vintage” clothes, Grace wanted me to go somewhere in the garment district to find a secondhand wedding dress.  That was a time when I was glad to have Maddy with me.  She put her foot down—literally—and shrieked, “A used wedding dress?  Gross!  Stacey’s not marrying a burger-flipper at McDonald’s.  She’s marrying a doctor.  She needs a nice dress.”
 
   “There are a lot of nice used dresses,” Grace protested.
 
   “They probably reek of cat piss or have cum stains on them,” Maddy said.
 
   “I think Maddy’s right.  I want a new dress.”
 
   I start to regret that decision now.  I’d feel a little less conspicuous in the grungy shops of the garment district than in the much more expensive stores downtown.  Maddy has of course already found a half-dozen stores to look for dresses.  They won’t be cheap either.  These stores start at two thousand and work up.
 
   In the cab, Maddy looks over at me.  “What have you been doing to yourself?”
 
   “It’s just stress,” I whisper.  I’ve made sure not to use my regular voice so they won’t realize how deep it sounds.  “It’ll be fine.”
 
   “How are we supposed to get you fitted for a dress when you’re blowing up like a balloon?”
 
   “Look who’s talking,” Grace mumbles.  Maddy’s clothes are pretty snug too.  When she sits, the lower buttons of her shirt look ready to pop off.
 
   “I’m not the one everyone will be looking at.”
 
   I look down in shame at my gut.  I wish I knew what is happening to me so I could make it stop.  Maybe I wasn’t the most beautiful woman in the world before, but at least I wasn’t a fat, hairy freak.  Maddy says, “Don’t worry, we’ve still got a little while until the wedding.  We’ll both go on a crash diet.”
 
   I nod to her, though I have been on a crash diet.  It doesn’t seem to help.  And it won’t help with all my body hair.
 
   “At least you got rid of those silly bangs,” Maddy says.
 
   “What was wrong with them?” I ask.
 
   “They looked kind of goofy,” she says.  “You looked like you should have been in one of those go-go cages.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I liked them,” Grace says.  “They were really retro.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The cab drops us at our first destination.  I let Maddy take charge of everything.  She bustles inside and signals for a salesgirl.  “My friend here is getting married,” Maddy says.  “We need to find her a dress.”
 
   The salesgirl looks me up and down.  She’s been on the job long enough to mask her horror at the sight of me.  “Of course.  Right this way.”
 
   We start to look through their catalogs, to find something that might look good.  I focus on the ones that cover the most skin, ones with long sleeves and full skirts to cover all my body hair.  Nothing with an open back or that shows any of my nonexistent cleavage.  I show a few to Maddy, who gives me a thumbs up or thumbs down.  The ones she likes we set aside to try on later.  Grace I note hangs back.
 
   After we’ve narrowed it down to five dresses, Maddy calls the salesgirl back over.  “We want to look at these,” she says.
 
   “Of course.  If the bride-to-be would follow me—”
 
   I feel a flutter of nausea at the thought of seeing myself naked.  Worse yet, for anyone else to see me naked—or mostly naked.  “Um, is there anyone else to try them on?” I ask in my raspy whisper.  “Like a model or something?”
 
   “How about Grace and I try them on?” Maddy says.
 
   “We’re not the right size,” Grace says.  “Especially not you.”
 
   “She just wants to see how the style looks overall, right?”
 
   “Right,” I say.
 
   “So if we try them on she can at least see how they look in three dimensions.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Grace says.
 
   “Why not?” Maddy stares at her partner.  When Grace only looks down at the floor, Maddy says, “What, are you afraid you might like looking like a bride?”
 
   “Not as much as you will,” Grace says.
 
   “I don’t know why I even brought you.  You’re such a stick in the mud when it comes to marriage.”  She takes the salesgirl by the arm and yanks the woman towards the dressing rooms.  “Come on, let’s get started.”
 
   Once they’ve gone, Grace and I take a couple of seats nearby to wait.  I pull my phone from my purse and then start to type.  “We need 2 talk,” I text.
 
   “About what?” Grace asks aloud.
 
   “U & Maddy,” I type back.
 
   “It’s our problem.  We can handle it,” Grace says.
 
   “UR my friends.  My problem 2.”  When Grace doesn’t say anything, I add, “Y U not want 2 marry Maddy?”
 
   Grace takes out her phone, probably so Maddy won’t overhear her.  “Not into marriage,” she types.
 
   “BS.”
 
   Maddy comes out in a dress.  To see her in the lacy wedding dress almost takes my breath away.  Like any father, I long imagined the day I might get to walk Madison down the aisle to marry some great guy and then dance with her at the reception.  It turns out she was never into guys, but to see her in the gown brings back those memories.
 
   “Stace, are you OK?” Maddy asks.  “You’re crying.”
 
   I wipe at my eyes.  “Sorry,” I croak.  “It’s so pretty.”
 
   She does a little turn so I can see the whole thing.  With my previous wedding in mind, I avoided anything with a long train.  I don’t want anything so ostentatious it needs someone to hold it up for me.  Maddy turns back to the mirror, “You really like it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She blushes a little and pats her hair.  “It is pretty nice, but I think you should see the others first.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Maddy goes back to try on the next dress.  I pick up my phone again.  “U C that?  Maddy wants 2 marry U so bad.  Dont U Luv Her?” 
 
   “I do,” Grace says aloud.  On the phone she adds, “Theres some1 else.”
 
   “Who?” I ask aloud.  She doesn’t say or type anything; she just stares at me.
 
   I bolt from the chair and then from the store.  I get as far as the corner before Grace catches me.  She grabs my arm to yank me back.  I try to fight back, but Grace is bigger than me and at the moment stronger too.
 
   She drags me over to an alley and presses me against a wall.  Before I can say anything, she kisses me on the lips.  It’s not like our first kiss five years ago.  That kiss was magical, as special as any I’ve shared with Mac.  This one just brings more phlegm up in my throat.
 
   When she starts to realize I’m not kissing her back, she pulls away from me.  “I know you still love me, Stace.  I know you can’t forget about us being together.  I haven’t.”
 
   “I’m with Mac now,” I whisper.  “I love him.”
 
   “More than you loved me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re lying,” she says.  “I know that meant as much to you as it did to me.  There hasn’t been a single day when I haven’t thought about it.  Every time I see you, even looking like this, I still think about it.”
 
   “What about Maddy?”
 
   “I love Madison too.  I mean, when you guys were missing it just about killed me.  I was so glad to get her back, even if she was huge.  But I can’t marry her.  It wouldn’t be right.”  Grace takes my hand in both of hers.  “We can make it work, Stace.  We can go somewhere, start over fresh.  Just you and me.  We don’t even have to get married.  Every day can be like that night.”
 
   I shake my head.  “Sorry.  I love Maddy too.  I won’t betray her.  Not again.”
 
   “Why do you care so much about her?  We were together first.  You still remember the thrift store, how lost you were?”
 
   “I know.”  I can’t tell Grace the real reason I don’t want to hurt Maddy, so I say, “We’re like sisters.  I can’t hurt her.”
 
   “Stace, please—”
 
   “I’m marrying Mac.”
 
   It’s her turn to bolt now.  She takes off down the alley.  Ordinarily I might be able to run her down, but not now with all this extra weight.  There’s another reason too, as everything below my waist cramps at once.  I drop to the ground and roll around in the filth like a hog.
 
   Then I hear Maddy’s voice.  I don’t want her to find me like this in an alley.  I scramble on all fours to scurry behind a couple of dented garbage cans.  I drop to the ground again and bite down on my lip so I won’t scream.  “Stacey?  Grace?  Where the hell did you go?” Maddy calls out.  I stay put and pray she doesn’t come down the alley.
 
   She doesn’t, or at least not far enough to see me.  I hear the phone in my purse buzz; she must have sent me a text message.  I stuff the purse beneath me to help muffle any sound.
 
   I imagine the pain I feel in my crotch is a lot like that of giving birth.  It feels like I’m being split in two, without the benefit of any pain medication.  All I can see is a red haze while I continue to roll around and wish for the pain to end.
 
   It does a couple of agonizing minutes later.  I sit up against the wall.  There’s still a tingle between my legs.  Since there’s no one in the alley, I stick my hand down there to feel for blood.
 
   I don’t feel blood.  I feel a penis.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   It’s not difficult to break into Dr. Palmer’s apartment.  Before I can get started, I have to stop off at a hardware store for an allen wrench and a sturdy piece of wire.  The cashier gives me a funny look that could be from what I’m buying or more likely how I look.  In an alley, I bend the end of the wire ninety degrees and then slip both into my pocket.
 
   There’s a guard inside the front door of the building, but all I have to do is wait until he goes to use the john and then I dash through the lobby, to the elevator.  I already know where Dr. Palmer’s apartment is from when I visited it five years ago.  Then I was an eighteen-year-old woman, a couple of days removed from being a man.
 
   I take the allen wrench and piece of wire from my pocket.  I insert both into the lock and then start to fumble around.  I’m a little out of practice, plus my hands are smaller—yet hairier—than the last time I did this.  I need about five minutes to get the door open.  I’m lucky none of Dr. Palmer’s neighbors see me, but then it’s probably too early for most of them to be home yet.
 
   The apartment hasn’t changed in five years.  Dr. Palmer still doesn’t have much furniture.  There’s only a couch in the living room and a small table with a couple of chairs in the dining room.  On the table I see the invitation Maddy sent her for the wedding.  It’s supposed to be in two months.  Now I don’t know if it will ever happen.
 
   I hurry into the bathroom to take off my clothes.  I start to cry as I confirm what I felt earlier.  Between my legs is a stubby penis, not much bigger than a toddler’s right now.  There are miniature testes as well.  I know they’ll get larger as the days wear on, to grow into a man’s privates.
 
   I go into the kitchen and yearn for a drink.  There’s only a half-empty bottle of red wine in the fridge.  She probably drinks one glass a day for her heart.  I take a bottle of water—it gives me a little smug satisfaction to see the doctor splurges on Evian—and then go curl up on the couch.  She doesn’t even have a television.  What does the woman do for fun?
 
   There is a tiny stereo system on a shelf.  It’s mostly Latin stuff, music from the doctor’s native Ecuador.  I pop a CD in before I return to the couch.  The woman sings in Spanish, so I don’t know the words, but it has a peppy beat.
 
   I start to cry again as I realize my career as a singer is over.  Steve Fischer couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.  It was only when I became a woman that I discovered my new voice sounded so beautiful.  
 
   God, what will I tell Mac?  That’s why I’m at Dr. Palmer’s apartment instead of the lab; I want to see her alone.  I know Mac will be at Lennox, to wait for me to show up.  Right on cue, I hear my phone buzz.  I fish it out of my purse to see a message from him; he wants to know if I’m running late.  I hope he won’t wait all night for me.
 
   Eventually he’ll call Maddy and then Tess.  They’ll contact Grace and Jake.  Jake will have the cops look for me.  I figure no one will look for me here.  All I have to worry about is if someone notices I tampered with the door.
 
   The music and the exhaustion from such a hectic day eventually lull me into sleep.  When I wake up, I need a minute to remember where I am.  My face itches.  When I scratch at it, I can feel the stubble from earlier is longer.  I return to the bathroom and see a patchy beard along my swollen face.
 
   I still sit down to pee.  My tiny prick works like advertised, though like earlier it takes a bit of effort to coax anything out.  I doubt this will do my kidneys any good.  I’m sure Dr. Palmer will want to check those out.  She’ll want to check everything out.
 
   Back on the couch, I think about what to do.  I’ll finally have to come clean with Maddy about who I’ve been all these years.  She’ll hate me, or hate me more than she already does.  Mac tells me hate is too strong of a word.  Maddy resents me for the divorce and then never contacting her.  Mac says Maddy is angry because she never got the closure she needed in our relationship.  How much angrier will she be to find out I’ve lied to her for five years?  That for these last five years I’ve been her best friend and her big sister?
 
   These thoughts still bounce around my head when my stomach rumbles.  I decide to raid Dr. Palmer’s fridge again.  She doesn’t have anything in the fridge that’s edible, just some fuzzy Chinese food that I toss out for her.  In the freezer I find a Lean Cuisine lasagna to heat up.
 
   While I wait for the lasagna to cook, I check out Dr. Palmer’s bedroom.  It’s as Spartan as the rest of the place.  She has a functional wood-framed bed and two chests of drawers.  On one chest of drawers I see a couple of photographs.  Dr. Palmer is in the center of one, Maddy and I on either side of her; we make funny faces while the doctor grins slightly.  We took that a couple of years ago in the lab during one of our routine physicals.
 
   The photograph next to it is of far more interest.  Dr. Palmer is a lot younger in that photo, her hair longer and body fuller.  She’s probably in her late twenties, the prime of her life.  She wears a heavy cream-colored sweater and jeans while she stands in front of a maple tree, its leaves yellowed.  Against her is a younger man in a denim jacket, black button-down shirt, and jeans.  Though his hair is longer and he doesn’t have glasses, I recognize Mac.
 
   As I pick up the photo, my hands shake.  I knew Dr. Palmer and Mac were good friends; she recommended him to me for therapy.  During one of our early sessions he said he and Dr. Palmer had been lovers during his internship.  Here’s the proof of that; the way they lean against each other isn’t like two good friends.
 
   I can’t help but feel jealous.  I can already see now what will happen:  Mac, devastated by what has become of me, will go to his good friend to cry on her shoulder.  At first they’ll just talk, but then their hands will touch, they’ll lean in, and their lips will come together.  Before long they’ll be naked on Dr. Palmer’s worktable, surrounded by the FY-1978 that inadvertently brought them back together—
 
   As the microwave beeps, I know what I need to do.
 
   ***
 
   I’m dozing on the couch when I finally hear a key in the lock.  I look up at the clock and see it’s almost one in the morning.  Where the hell has she been?  Does she always work this late or was she helping Mac and Jake to look for me?  Or she might have hoped I’d show up there.
 
   The door opens a crack.  I scuttle across the couch to stay in the shadows.  She shuts the door behind her.  Before she can reach for a light switch, I say, “Don’t turn on the light yet.”
 
   “Who’s there?” she says.  I can’t blame her for not recognizing my voice.
 
   “Just a friend.”  I hear a metallic rattle in her purse.  “You packing heat now, Doc?”
 
   “Maybe.  Why don’t you come out and see?”
 
   “Sure, but I’m warning you it’s not going to be pretty.”
 
   I reach over for a light switch.  I doubt the dull yellow glow of the table lamp does much to help my face’s appearance.  The metallic object in Dr. Palmer’s hand is a stun gun.  “You going to shoot me with that?”
 
   She squints at me the way Mr. Swift did.  “Stacey?” she asks.  “Is that you?”
 
   “Yeah, sort of.”
 
   “What the hell happened to you?”
 
   “I’m being cured.”
 
   She stuffs the stun gun back into her bag.  Then she crosses the living room to get a better look at me.  She runs a hand over my cheeks to feel the fuzz.  “Cured?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m becoming Steve again.  I’ve even got a tiny package…down there.”
 
   Her eyes widen.  “Are you serious?”
 
   “You want to see it?”
 
   “I think I should.  Let’s go into the bathroom.”
 
   There’s not much more of a humiliation than to have to expose myself to Dr. Palmer.  Nothing except when she squats down to touch it.  The penis is too little yet for me to feel any kind of arousal from the tug she gives it.  “Jesus Christ,” she says.
 
   She leaves me in the bathroom for a minute.  When she comes back, she’s got a cigarette in her mouth.  “Can I have one of those?” I ask.
 
   “I thought you didn’t smoke?”
 
   “Stacey doesn’t.  I’m not really Stacey anymore, am I?”
 
   “Good point.”  The doctor lets me have her cigarette while she fetches another.  I take a drag off it and then start to cough.  I need a couple more puffs before I really get the hang of it.  Maybe it’s because I’m turning into Steve again or maybe it’s just the shitty day I’ve had—shitty three weeks really—that the nicotine soothes my nerves.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Dr. Palmer says.  “When did this start happening?”
 
   “I guess it started three weeks ago.”  I tell her about the hair on my legs that reappeared at record pace.  Then I describe how the hair spread to my arms and belly and how the latter expanded more every day.  I tell her about the incident at the studio, how my voice changed.  I hadn’t realized it then, but now I understand it was changing back into a man’s voice. 
 
   She runs a hand over my scalp.  “Feels like male pattern baldness,” she says.  She takes another puff and then shakes her head.  “Why didn’t you come to me sooner?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.  I feel like shy little Stacey again for a moment.  I stare sheepishly at my feet.  “I was so busy.”
 
   “Stacey, you know you’re supposed to tell me the instant anything changes.  We’ve talked about that before.”
 
   “It’s just with the wedding and the studio session—”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  You can’t keep secrets from me.”
 
   “Why?  It’s not like you could have done anything.  Could you?  You’d have just taken my blood and said you’d work on something that you’d never actually make.  Or something that might work in twenty years.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “Steve!”
 
   “Steve, maybe I couldn’t have done anything, but we could have handled the situation together.  We could have made the transition easier.”
 
   “There’s not going to be any more transition.  You’re going to change me back.”
 
   “I can’t do that—”
 
   “Yes you can!  Give me another shot of your miracle drug.”
 
   “Not a chance in hell,” she says.  “We don’t have any idea what it’ll do to you, not after being dosed three other times.  Not with all this going on.”  For emphasis she waves at my hermaphroditic body.
 
   “You have to.  It’s the only way to make me a girl again.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes.”  I look down at my feet again.  “I love Mac.  I want to marry him.  This is the only way for us to be together.”
 
   “What about your daughter?  Don’t you think she’d like her father back?”
 
   “She likes me better as her best friend—her sister.”
 
   Dr. Palmer puts a hand on my shoulder.  “We should give this a few days so you can think it through.  And so I can know exactly what’s going on.”
 
   “I don’t need a few days!  I want to do it now.  Before it’s too late.”
 
   “You don’t know if it will even work.”
 
   “I have to try.  For Mac.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Steve.  I can’t do it.  Not until I get a chance to run some tests.”
 
   “Fuck your tests!  Give me the fucking shot!”
 
   She takes me by the shoulders and pulls me close to her.  “I’m sorry, sweetheart.  I’m not like Dr. Ling.  I care about you too much to shoot you up with something without knowing what it might do to you.”
 
   I start to sob into her blouse.  Gradually she eases me into the living room.  As she sits down with me on the couch, I reach over and find her purse.  The stun gun is still in there.  
 
   I jab the gun into her ribs.  Dr. Palmer straightens.  “Steve, what are you doing with that?”
 
   “You’re going to give me the shot.”
 
   “The hell I am.”  Dr. Palmer slides back a little.  “Go ahead and shoot me.”
 
   “Fine.  I can do it myself.  All I need is your ID to get in.”
 
   “You don’t know where it is.  And even if you did find it, there are security locks now.  You need a code.”
 
   “So give me the code.”
 
   “Not on your life.”
 
   “This is my life!  I’m going to lose everything:  Mac, my daughter, my singing career.  Don’t you understand that?”
 
   “What you’re asking me to do is unethical.  Do you understand that?”
 
   “I don’t care.  I just want to be me again.”  I still have the Taser pointed at Dr. Palmer, though it’s hard to tell with the tears in my eyes.  “I like being Stacey now.  I’m happy.  I’ve got a future.  There’s no future for Steve Fischer.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Even if I’m still young, what am I supposed to do?  I can’t sing.  They won’t let me back on the force.”
 
   “You’ll find something else.”
 
   “No!  I don’t want to start over again.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “Help me, Doctor.  Please.  That’s your job, isn’t it?  Haven’t you got that whole Hippocratic Oath thing about doing no harm?”
 
   “It’s more harm to give you the shot.”
 
   “Maybe.  Maybe it won’t be.  Maybe I’ll turn back into Stacey, just like I was.”
 
   “Based on the evidence, I’d say the chances of that are remote.”
 
   “Then maybe I’ll turn into some other Stacey, but at least I’ll still be able to make things work with Mac.  And Madison.”  I reach out to take Dr. Palmer’s hand.  “I know the risks.  I want to do this.  Whatever happens will be on me.”
 
   Dr. Palmer stares at me for a couple of minutes.  She finally sighs.  “All right.  But I’ll need to get some of your blood before we do anything.  We can’t miss a chance to learn what the hell this drug is doing to you.”
 
   ***
 
   No one questions Dr. Palmer as she pulls into Lennox Pharmaceuticals at two in the morning.  The security guard at the front gate barely glances at her ID before he opens the gate.  I’m not sure he even saw me in the seat next to her.  Given what’s happened to security guards here in the past, maybe he figures discretion is the better part of valor.
 
   “Top notch security like always,” I grumble.
 
   The guard at the front desk inside the building is just as unconcerned.  He doesn’t look at the name Dr. Palmer writes on the visitor log.  “We’ll just be a few minutes,” Dr. Palmer says.  The guard nods but doesn’t say anything.
 
   The lab is still on the fifth floor.  That’s where it was the first time I came here as Steve Fischer, when I was still a police detective.  I found Artie Luther up here with Dr. Palmer’s former boss, Dr. Gita Nath, the inventor of FY-1978.  Nath survived that night, but was killed the next day by one of Luther’s thugs who slit her wrists to simulate a suicide.  By then I had already woke up as Stacey Chance and narrowly escaped being incinerated along with my apartment.
 
   As Dr. Palmer said earlier, there have been some changes.  The serum—both samples and formula—are kept in a vault.  Dr. Palmer makes me wait outside while she types in the code to the vault and then goes inside to get what we need.
 
   What she comes back with is a syringe that contains a pink liquid.  The pink is added to indicate the batch is intended for female patients.  Give it to a man and he turns into a woman.  At least that’s what happened the first time.  I hope it happens this time.
 
   “This is from our latest batch,” she says.  “We were going to start testing in two weeks.”
 
   “Well now you get to test it on me instead of some monkey.”
 
   “Not monkeys.  People.”
 
   “People?  I thought it took years for that.”
 
   “The original serum was already going to start human trials.  We’ve just been tinkering with it a little in the wake of what happened to you.”
 
   “So what do you think it’ll do to me?”
 
   “I have no idea.  In theory it should make you a woman.  If we’re lucky you won’t get much younger.”
 
   “If we’re not lucky?”
 
   “Then Tess will have her granddaughter back.”
 
   “That really cheers me up.”
 
   “You said you knew the risks, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   “You want to back out?”
 
   “No,” I say.  I think of Mac and Maddy.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   Before that, she takes a half-dozen vials of my blood.  “If you weren’t so damned impatient I’d do an MRI, X-rays, ultrasounds, the works,” she says.  “Then we might know what the fuck is going on with you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, let’s just get this over with.”
 
   Dr. Palmer sighs.  She picks up the syringe.  “If anyone finds out, they’ll take my license,” she says.
 
   Then she jams the needle in my neck.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   The first time I was injected with FY-1978, my entire body went limp.  Artie Luther used that opportunity to shoot me in the head, tie an anchor around my leg, and then drop me into the harbor.  While underwater, I had an out-of-body experience, where I watched myself change into a woman from the outside.
 
   A year later, when Dr. Ling injected me, I stayed awake and in my changing body.  Those were two of the least pleasant experiences in my life.  Both times it felt like someone had me in a vise and was very slowly compacting me.  The second time was made even less fun because I lost all the permanent teeth in my mouth and grew a mouth full of baby ones in the span of a couple of minutes.
 
   This time, after the shot I go limp.  I let out one scream that probably the entire building can hear.  Then I pass out.  There’s no out-of-body experience; I don’t feel like I’m being run through a car crusher.  Nothing but empty blackness.
 
   Then I open my eyes.  I can’t see much, which I take for a positive sign; at least I’ve still got Stacey’s bad eyes.  Even when I squint, all I can see is a beige blur.  I hear the soft whirring and beeping of hospital machines.  How long have I been out?  Long enough that Dr. Palmer brought me down to the recovery rooms the company keeps hidden from public view.
 
   I try to sit up or at least move my head so I can get an idea of what I look like now, but I can’t move.  She probably strapped me down for my own protection.  My throat feels as raw and parched as it did before.  All I can manage is a little groan.  I can’t tell if it’s a woman’s groan or a man’s groan.
 
   A face appears next to the bed, close enough for me to make it out clearly.  It’s a woman’s face, with the brown skin and straight black hair of an Indian.  She looks like Dr. Nath, only younger and she wears white glasses that are similar to my red ones.  She displays two rows of perfect white teeth.  “Hi, Stacey!”
 
   I whimper a little at this.  Not from what she said, but how she said it.  I know that perky condescension too well from when I was ten years old.  I must be a little girl again.  In which case, the FY-1978 worked too well.  The only question is just how little I am.
 
   The Indian woman goes on in the same condescending tone, “My name is Dr. Kalya Nath.  I bet you knew my aunt, didn’t you?”  I manage to nod my head slightly at this.  “Dr. Palmer assigned me to look after you, OK?”  I nod again.  “You’re probably feeling thirsty.  You’ve been asleep for a long time—a week to be exact.  I’m going to give you a cup of water now.  You drink as much as you want.”
 
   The cup is plastic, with a straw that she puts into my mouth.  All I have to do is suck on it.  At least I’m strong enough for that.  The water courses down my dry throat to bring some relief.  I drink the whole thing, which prompts this new Dr. Nath to say, “Good job, Stacey!  Do you want any more?”
 
   “Not right now,” I manage to say.  My voice is back to its familiar chipmunk squeak.  “Can you untie me now?”
 
   “Of course I can.”  I feel the straps loosen around my body.  As they do, I wiggle my feet and arms, to make sure they’re still there.
 
   Once I’m free, I roll over on the bed.  I hear the bed creak a little as the doctor adjusts it into a sitting position.  The moment I see my feet, I start to cry.  They’re so tiny!  Even smaller than when I was ten.  My legs don’t even reach to the halfway point of the bed.  
 
   I manage to get my arms free from under the sheet.  The skin on my hands is brown, not as dark as Dr. Nath’s skin or even as dark as Dr. Palmer’s, more like the beige of the walls.  I hold up one hand and flex tiny, chubby fingers.  
 
   The doctor presses something into my other hand.  I see a handheld mirror.  “Here you go, sweetie,” she says.  “Now you can see how pretty you are!”
 
   I hold up the mirror to get a look at my face.  I’ve seen this face before:  the chubby cheeks, the tiny nose, the football-shaped brown eyes.  This is Maddy’s face from when she was a Chinese toddler thanks to Dr. Ling.  Someone’s even put my black hair into the same pigtails Tess used to tie for her.  I throw the mirror down into my lap as I sob.  I’ve become Stacey Chang again, only littler this time.
 
   When Dr. Nath tries to put an arm around me, I swat at her.  “Stay away from me!” I scream.
 
   “Stacey, please—”
 
   “Go away!”
 
   Her voice loses its cheeriness as she says, “I’ll give you a minute, OK?”  She takes the mirror off my lap before she goes.  While I continue to cry, I hear her on the phone.  “She’s awake now.  Yes, she’s freaking out.  Should I give her something?  Well, if you think that’s for the best.”
 
   Dr. Nath returns to my bedside.  She gives me another smile.  “Don’t worry, sweetie, Dr. Palmer will be down here in a few minutes.”
 
   “I don’t care!”  I roll over to face away from Dr. Nath.  Not that it matters; she can go to the other side of the bed if she wants.  She’s a lot more mobile than I am right now.
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut and will this Dr. Nath to go away; I will myself to grow back into a young woman, so I can be with Mac again.  I feel a hand on my back.  I hear Dr. Palmer coo, “It’s all right, Stacey.  No one’s going to hurt you.”
 
   “You made me a baby,” I whimper.  I open my eyes to see Dr. Palmer by the bed so that her eyes are level with mine.
 
   “You’re not a baby.  According to our latest reading, you’re six-point-two.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be six-point-two!  I wanna be big.”
 
   “Do you remember anything that happened after I gave you the shot?”  When I shake my head, she continues, “After I gave it to you, you did turn into a baby.  A beautiful little newborn girl.”
 
   “You mean I’m growing?”
 
   “That’s right.  You’re getting bigger all the time.  In another week or two you’ll be an adult again, so long as the reaction doesn’t stop by then.”
 
   “It could stop?”
 
   “The reaction is slowing down.  We’ve done a few computer models.  Most say you’ll get to about your previous age—twenty-three or so.”
 
   “What do the rest say?”
 
   “A few—just a few—say you might end up somewhere at twelve to fourteen.”
 
   “Twelve to fourteen?  But I’d still be little!”
 
   “I know.  Like I said, those aren’t the norm.”
 
   “But it’s possible, right?”
 
   “Yes, it’s possible.”  She reaches up to tousle my hair.  “The important thing right now is to stay positive.  You’re still getting bigger.  You’ll probably be a cute little ten-year-old again in a day or two.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be ten.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  Let’s try to stay positive, all right?  You’re a little girl right now, but soon you’ll be a young woman again and you can go back to your singing and your wedding.”
 
   I groan at the last statement.  “Does Mac know I’m here?”
 
   “No one knows you’re here except for Jake.  He brought some stuff from home to help you feel more comfortable.”  She holds up Pinky.  I reach out for it and press the monkey against my chest.  “There are some clothes too, when you feel like getting out of bed.”
 
   “What did you tell Mac?  And Maddy?”
 
   “Jake told them you went somewhere to get some rest and work on losing some weight.”
 
   “They think I’m at fat camp?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “What if I don’t turn back?  What if I stay little?”
 
   “We’ll deal with that when the time comes.  I’m sure Tess will be happy to look after you again.  And I know how much Mac loves you.  I’m sure he’ll wait for you.”
 
   Her mention of Mac reminds me of the photo on her dresser.  A conspiracy theory forms in my head.  “You did this on purpose!” I roar.  With no other weapon at my disposal, I start to hit at the doctor’s face with Pinky.  “You wanted Mac for yourself.”
 
   Dr. Palmer easily snatches the monkey away from me.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I saw the picture in your room.  You loved Mac.  I bet you still do.  That’s why you gave me the shot, so you could make me little and get me out of the way.”
 
   The doctor shakes her head.  “Oh, sweetheart, it’s not like that.  Mac and I did love each other, but that’s over now.  It has been for a long time.”
 
   “Then why do you keep the picture?”
 
   “Because he’s still my friend.  And so are you.”  She manages to get past my defenses to touch one of my pudgy cheeks.  “I would never hurt you like that, Stacey.  You’re too important to me.”
 
   “As your guinea pig,” I say.
 
   “You’re the one who wanted the shot.  You said whatever happened would be on you, right?”
 
   Even though I want to be a petulant child about it, I know the doctor is right.  I broke into her apartment.  I asked for the shot.  All she did was risk her career to give it to me.  “I’m sorry,” I say as I start to sob again.  “I’m being naughty.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetheart.  You just get some rest now, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “I promise we’ll do everything we can to make you better so you can be with Mac again.”
 
   “Tanks,” I say, using the cute lisp Maddy used as a toddler when she wanted to manipulate people.
 
   It’s just as effective coming from me.  Dr. Palmer smiles at me.  Then she pulls the sheet up to my chin, to tuck me in.  Before she goes, she reaches into a pocket and produces my glasses.  “I’ll leave these next to the bed.  They may not work right now.  We can always get you new ones.”
 
   “Are you going to stay here?”
 
   “I have work to do, but Dr. Nath will check on you.”
 
   “I don’t like her.  She treats me like a baby.”
 
   “She just doesn’t know you as well as I do, but she’s a very nice lady.  And very, very smart too, like her aunt.”
 
   I nod, but I’m getting too sleepy to argue.  I feel Dr. Palmer kiss my forehead and then I drift back into dreamland.
 
   ***
 
   The recovery room is underground, so there aren’t windows to allow me to know whether it’s day or night.  When I wake up, Dr. Nath tells me it’s been eight hours since I fell asleep.  “It’s morning now,” she says.  She’s dialed down the cheeriness a little, probably after a talk with Dr. Palmer.  “Are you hungry?”
 
   My little potbelly growls an affirmative.  “Yes,” I say.
 
   “What would you like?  We have cereal here.  Or I could have someone get you some pancakes or eggs—”
 
   “A cup of yogurt would be good,” I say.
 
   “Sure.  What flavor do you like?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I’ll be right back.  You be a good girl until then.”
 
   While she’s gone, I find my glasses where Dr. Palmer left them.  Everything comes into focus—too much focus.  My eyes feel tingly.  By the time Dr. Nath comes back, I’ve got the start of a headache.  She sets down a cup of strawberry yogurt and a plastic spoon.  There’s also a glass of orange juice to wash it down with.  “Here you go, sweetie.  Do you mind if I call you that?”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   She sits on a stool to watch me eat.  At least she hasn’t tried to tie a bib around me yet.  “How old are you?” I ask her between mouthfuls of yogurt.
 
   “I’m twenty years older than you are.  Do you know what that is?”
 
   I have to think hard about it.  I know I should be able to answer the question, but when I try, my mind goes blank.  Finally I have to count on my fingers.  When I run out, I use my toes.  Then I have to go back to my hands again.  “Twenty-six,” I chirp.
 
   “That’s very good, Stacey.”
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I say.  “I was too swow.”
 
   The doctor nods.  “Some of your learned skills have degraded from the shot.”  
 
   “Will I have to go back to school?”  I don’t relish having to go back to St. Andrew’s Academy again, especially not as a first grader like Maddy was.
 
   “I doubt that.  You might need a few lessons, though.”  
 
   The doctor goes back over to her stool.  She reminds me of Mac as she scribbles something on a pad of paper.  Probably some notes about my decreased skill level.  I pick up Pinky, and hug it to my chest again.  “Can’t I go home to Gramma and Grandpa?”
 
   “Dr. Palmer wants to keep you here until you stop growing.”
 
   “Am I still growing?”
 
   “I took a reading an hour ago.  It said six-point-five.”
 
   “Is that good?”
 
   “Not as good as we’d like.”
 
   “Do you think I’ll become a big girl again?”
 
   “My guess is you’ll get to around sixteen.”
 
   “Sixteen?”
 
   “That’s just my guess.  Dr. Palmer is more optimistic.”
 
   I finish off the rest of my yogurt and then say, “I’m sorry about your aunt.  She seemed like a nice lady.”
 
   “I didn’t really know her too well.  Not many people did.  She was a real workaholic.”
 
   “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “It’s a good job.  Plus this stuff she was working on has the potential to help a lot of people.  Once we work out the kinks.”
 
   “Kinks like me.”
 
   “Yeah, kinks like you.”  She gives me a smile.  Then she puts down the notebook.  “Do you want to get down from there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Dr. Nath grabs me around the midsection.  She groans as she hefts me off the bed.  “You’re getting so big,” she says.
 
   “I’m not fat!”
 
   She puts me down and then pats my belly.  “You are a little chunky.”
 
   “You’re a meany,” I say and pout.
 
   “Sorry.  I was just joking.  I think you’re very cute.”
 
   “Tanks.”
 
   She gets Pinky down so I can hug it for comfort.  “I’ll go get you some clothes.”
 
   The room seems a lot bigger now that I’m on the floor.  My stomach seems bigger too now that I’m not lying down.  I remember how chubby Maddy was and how fat she got once she grew up.  Will that happen to me?  Will I end up two hundred fifty pounds, if not more?  We might have to postpone the wedding for a few months then.
 
   If there’s a wedding.  If I don’t turn back into an adult then we might have to wait years to get married.  Dr. Palmer said Mac would wait for me, but if I get stuck at seven, will he wait eleven years for me?  By then he’d be over fifty, about as old as I used to be.
 
   I’ve started to bawl by the time Dr. Nath gets back with a pile of clothes.  She gets down on her knees so she can look me in the eye.  “Stacey, what’s wrong?  Are you feeling sick?”  I shake my head.  She asks, “What is it?  You can tell me.  I’m your friend.”
 
   “Are not.”
 
   “Well, I’d like to be your friend.  Do you want to be my friend?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine, whatever.  I’m not supposed to be a babysitter anyway.  Here are your clothes.  If you need help, just yell.  I’ll be outside.”
 
   I wait until she slams the door shut before I start sorting through the pile of clothes.  I recognize the yellow Spongebob T-shirt as one of Maddy’s from when she was little.  The jeans were hers too.  They don’t fit me very well; I have to wear them below my tummy.  I guess I am pretty fat.  “I’m done!” I shout so she can hear.
 
   Dr. Nath stomps into the room.  Her cheeks are still a little flushed from before.  She reaches down for my hand.  “Come on, let’s go next door.  Your grandpa left some toys for you.”
 
   “OK,” I say.  She leads me into a musty hallway.  There’s a room next door that was Maddy’s the last time I was here.  This time there’s no bed or monitoring equipment; they’ve turned it into a makeshift nursery with dolls, coloring books, and stuffed animals scattered around.  There’s an easel too if I want to finger paint, a table and tiny plastic chairs for tea parties, and a couple of big pillows when I want to nap.  “This is nice.”
 
   “I hope you enjoy it.  I’ll bring you lunch in a couple of hours.”
 
   Before Dr. Nath can go, I snatch her hand.  “I’m sowwy,” I say in my cute lisp.  “You ow a nice wady.”
 
   “That’s very nice of you to say.”  She gets on her knees again.  “I’m sure this is very tough for you.  I’ll try to help however I can, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  She tousles my hair and then leaves me alone to play.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Four days later, Dr. Nath takes a reading on my arm.  She frowns for just a moment, before she forces herself to smile.  “Very good, Stacey.”
 
   “What’s it say?”
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   “Is too.”  I run a hand over my body.  “I’m not getting bigger, am I?”
 
   “Sure you are.”
 
   “Not by much.  I can feel it.”
 
   She sighs and then shows me the meter:  9.1.  I should be eleven or twelve by now, on the verge of puberty.  Instead I’m still in the single digits.  “I’m sorry, Stacey.”
 
   “It’s not fair!” I wail.  “I don’t wanna be nine.”
 
   “You probably won’t be stuck at nine.”
 
   “Where will I be stuck?”
 
   “My estimate is somewhere around thirteen.”
 
   I sob at this grim announcement.  Thirteen isn’t as bad as nine, but it’s still five years before I’d be an adult, before I could marry Mac.  Once my crying is down to just sniffles, I ask, “Can’t you do something?  Make me big again?”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” she says.  “We’re working very hard—”
 
   “Nuh-uh.  You don’t do anything but babysit me.”
 
   “We have a lot of other scientists who are working on it.”
 
   “None of you care about me.  You only care about your stupid serum.”
 
   “Dr. Palmer cares about you.  So do I.”
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “Why don’t we go next door so you can draw some pretty pictures?”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”
 
   “If you’re good, I’ll bring you something special for lunch.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ll bring you a big hot fudge sundae.  How would you like that?”
 
   I think about that for a minute.  As much as I hate when Dr. Nath patronizes me, my tummy growls at the thought of ice cream.  “OK.”
 
   I follow her next door.  Instead of drawing pictures, I grab a couple of Barbie dolls.  I rummage through the box to find a white dress that will work as a wedding gown and a suit for Ken to wear.  This will be about the closest I get to marrying Mac.
 
   “You may now kiss the bride,” I say to complete my ceremony.  I bump Ken and Barbie together.  I close my eyes and imagine the kiss I’d give Mac, a little bit open-mouthed without any tongue since we’d be in church.  When I open my eyes, I see my tiny body still clad in pink, still just a little girl who can only play at being married.
 
   ***
 
   It takes another five days before I become a young woman again.  Not really a woman, just old enough to bleed once a month.  The monitor says I’m eleven-point-eight.  Yesterday I was eleven-point-five.  The reaction is getting slower.  It’ll stop entirely soon, or at least slow to normal aging.  By then I’ll probably be twelve, not even a teenager.
 
   As I lie in bed to cry myself to sleep, I feel a hand on my shoulder.  Another hand goes over my mouth before I can scream.  “It’s just me,” Dr. Nath whispers.  “Be very quiet, all right?”
 
   She takes the hand off my mouth.  She turns on a flashlight and holds it up like she’s about to tell a ghost story.  “I brought you a present,” she says.  “Something very special.”
 
   “What is it?” I ask.  I expect a stuffed toy or some more clothes or something similar.
 
   Instead, she holds up a syringe.  It’s filled with pink liquid.  FY-1978.  I whimper and then bury my face into Pinky like I’m still a toddler.  Dr. Nath pats my back.  “It’s OK, sweetheart.  I’m not going to make you a baby again.”
 
   I raise my head.  “You aren’t?”
 
   “No.  This is a special batch I’ve been working on.  It’ll help make you older.”
 
   “It will?”
 
   “At first you might get a little younger, but not much.  Then the aging process will kick back in.  Kind of like jumpstarting a car.”
 
   “Is that really gonna work?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “You haven’t tried it?”
 
   “No.  Dr. Palmer wouldn’t let me.  If I give this to you, you can’t say anything to her about it, all right?  It’ll be our secret.”
 
   I think about that for a minute.  If I don’t take the shot I’ll be stuck at twelve and have to grow up the rest of the way naturally.  With the shot I might get younger, but then if Dr. Nath is right, I’ll get older, maybe into my twenties.  In the dim light of the flashlight I can see pictures I drew of Mac and I getting married.  Dr. Nath’s shot is the only chance I have to make that happen.
 
   “Let’s do it,” I say.
 
   She nods to me.  “I’m going to give you just a little poke in the arm, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  I put my head back down and let Pinky absorb my whimper as the needle goes into my flesh.
 
   ***
 
   Some time later, I don’t know how long, I start to wake up.  Once again my throat is parched, but there’s something else as well, a metallic taste.  I feel around with my tongue, and touch something metal on my teeth.
 
   I’m still trying to figure that out, my eyes not even open, when I hear Dr. Palmer say, “Good morning, Stacey.”  It’s not in a friendly way either; it’s the flat tone someone takes when they’re trying not to scream at you.  Despite that I still have my eyes closed, I know Dr. Palmer is pissed. 
 
   I finally open my eyes.  There’s not much I can see at first, until Dr. Palmer shoves my glasses onto my face; she almost takes out one eye in the process.  Now that I can see her face clearly, I know she’s pissed.  “Here’s what you want,” she says and thrusts a mirror at me.
 
   My cheeks have become covered in pimples.  The irises of my eyes are blue again, though they still have the same football shape as before.  My hair is the medium brown it was when I was first Stacey Chance.  My skin is lighter, like a white girl who’s spent a couple hours at the beach to get a tan.  When I smile, I see the metallic taste in my mouth is from braces.  That couldn’t have come from the FY-1978.  “You put brathes on me?”
 
   “I thought it would be best to make sure your teeth don’t get crooked.  It will be a lot harder to fix them later.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I angle the mirror a little to see I have breasts again.  They’re still just nubs, but at least it’s something.  I hand the mirror back to Dr. Palmer and then look around the room.  “Where’th Dr. Nath?”
 
   “Suspended.”
 
   “Thuthpended?  For what?”
 
   “You know what.”  Dr. Palmer shakes her head.  “Do you think I’m an idiot?  Did you two really think I wouldn’t notice the readings going down and then back up?”
 
   “How much up?”
 
   “Fourteen-point-three right now.  You’ve been asleep for three days.”
 
   “Oh.”  It takes a lot of effort not to grin.  It’s working!  I’m a teenager now, on my way to being an adult again.  Another few days and I’ll be there.  Then I can show Mac.  I can run to him, throw my arms around his neck, and shower him with kisses like before.  
 
   “Don’t sit there looking so smug,” Dr. Palmer scolds.  “This is serious.  What you two did was dangerous.  It violates every ethical regulation in the book.”
 
   “How ith it more dangerouth than giving me the firtht thot?”
 
   “You need to focus on your pronunciation.  You sound like that goddamned cat in Looney Tunes.”
 
   “Thorry.  I never had braceth before.”
 
   “You probably won’t have them very long.  Our computer models show you should be old enough to remove them in a day or two.”  She continues to glare at me for a moment.  “To answer your question, the serum I gave you was a batch we had already tested.  That one Dr. Nath gave you hadn’t been tried before.  It might have killed you.”
 
   “But it’th working.”
 
   “For now.  We don’t know what else it’ll do to you.”
 
   “The jutht wanted to help,” I say.  “Yourth wathn’t going to work.  I would have been thtuck at twelve.”
 
   “You’re as goddamned pigheaded as a normal teenager.  Don’t you realize the danger she put you in?  It wasn’t much different than what Ling did.”
 
   “The athked me.  I gave my permiththion.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter!”  For emphasis, Dr. Palmer smacks an open hand on a rail of my bed.  “We have a certain code of conduct in here, especially regarding our interns.  We can’t have them running around playing mad scientist.”
 
   “You’re jutht jealouth.  The did it and you couldn’t,” I say.  I try to sound like Mac, but I still sound more like Sylvester the cat.  “You feel inferior to the original Nath and now you’re worried the new one will take your plathe.”
 
   “Who I’m worried about is you.  I’ve seen you go through too many changes already.  Every time I have to worry about what’s going to happen to you.”
 
   I see the pain on her face.  That finally dents my smugness.  “I’m thorry.  You’re a good doctor,” I say, “and a better friend.”
 
   She gives me a hug and then brushes hair from my face.  “I’ll have someone bring you some food.  No hot fudge sundaes until those braces come off.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I watch Dr. Palmer go and make sure she’s gone before I collapse onto my bed with a contented sigh.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Two weeks later, I’m packed and ready to go home.  At the end of the first week I plateau at eighteen-point-four.  We wait another week to make sure it doesn’t change.  Only then does Dr. Palmer call Jake and tell him I’m ready to go home.
 
   I’d rather go home with Mac, but Dr. Palmer doesn’t want to subject me to the stress of all that wedding talk yet.  “You need to relax for a few days,” she says.
 
   “All I’ve done is relax for a month now,” I say.
 
   “You need to take it slow.  Let Tess baby you for a couple of days, put some meat on your bones,” Dr. Palmer says.  Over that final week I went from a little chubby to supermodel thin.  In part it’s because I shot up six inches, to three inches more than I have been for the last four years.  I’m still below average height, but not by as much.  “And get a damned haircut,” she says.  She swats the brown hair that’s down to my waist, hair that’s so thick I worry it will pull the rest of my scrawny body down.
 
   “I will.”  I give Dr. Palmer a hug and a kiss on the cheek.  “I’ll call you the second anything changes, OK?”
 
   “You’d better.”
 
   “About Dr. Nath—”
 
   “You won’t see her again.”
 
   “You fired her?”
 
   “We mutually decided she would be better-served to intern somewhere else.”  Which is a fancy way to say they fired her.  At least she might be able to get another internship this way.
 
   “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t want to ruin her future.”
 
   “She did that herself.  You’re just an accomplice,” Dr. Palmer says.  She won’t let me off the hook too easily.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “She’ll be fine.  She’s got offers pouring in already.  It’s you who you need to worry about.”
 
   “I know,” I say again.
 
   She escorts me through the front doors, to where Jake waits with his rebuilt Ford Fairlane.  The front end of it got smashed four years ago when Mac crashed it into the landing gear of Dr. Ling’s private jet before it could take off.  Mac paid for most of the repairs and even came over to help Jake by handing him some tools and such.  That still didn’t help make them best friends, much as I would like them to be.
 
   “Is this her?” Jake asks.  He gives me a light slap in the ribs.  “You look like a walking skeleton.”
 
   “Thanks.  I missed you too.”
 
   He takes the suitcase with my clothes in it.  The toys and other stuff will be shipped back later.  I suggested Dr. Palmer keep them for the next time FY-1978 makes someone into a toddler, but she didn’t find that funny.  I know she’s still sore at me, even now as she watches me get in the car.  I betrayed her when I let Dr. Nath experiment on me.
 
   But in the mirror I can see the results for themselves.  I’m me again!  Or mostly.  I can always dye my hair and put on a few pounds.  The height I can’t do much about except to slouch a lot, as if I’d want to.
 
   While Jake drives, I fiddle with my hair.  It’s a little frizzier than before.  I’ll definitely have to go to a beauty parlor to get it taken care of.  “I don’t suppose you could drop me off at Mac’s?” I say.
 
   “No.  We’re going straight home, young lady.”
 
   “Please?  Just for a few minutes?  So he can see me?”
 
   “Not a chance.  Your grandmother is waiting for you.  She’s been worried sick.”
 
   “What about Mac?  He’s my fiancé,” I say.  Dr. Palmer gave my ring back to me, though it needs adjusted to fit my bony finger.  For now I have it in my purse, safely in a box.
 
   “He’ll be fine.  He’s a shrink, ain’t he?”
 
   “What about Maddy?  She’s probably worried too.”
 
   “We’re going home and that’s final,” Jake snaps.  I look over at him.  He looks like he hasn’t slept in a month.  There are dark circles around his eyes and his skin is sallow and loose.
 
   “Maddy still riding you about the Vollmer thing?”
 
   “She’s about the only one who isn’t.”
 
   “You should go talk to a shrink about it.  I’m sure Mac knows someone.”
 
   “I don’t need his help.”
 
   “What are you pissed at him for?  He didn’t do anything.”  I flash Jake a smile with my white, straightened teeth.  “Or is it you don’t think he’s good enough for your granddaughter?”
 
   “Five years ago you would have knocked out that guy’s teeth if he’d even asked you the time.”
 
   “I keep telling you I’m different.”  I look into the mirror as I say, “I’m not a man anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”  Jake clams up after that.  I find my phone in my purse so I can send Mac a message, to tell him I’ll be home soon.
 
   ***
 
   Tess’s reception is a lot warmer.  She crushes me in a hug and then gushes, “Look at you!  You’re all skin and bones.”  She runs a hand through my hair and clucks her tongue.  “I like the color, but you really should get this cut.”
 
   “I know, Grandma.  Can I go upstairs and lie down first?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  While you do that, I’m going to make up a batch of cookies for you.  We’ll get some meat on those bones.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I kiss her cheek and then run upstairs.  I really am tired from all this excitement.  And it was just over two weeks ago that I still slept with my thumb in my mouth.  I take Pinky from my suitcase so I can snuggle with him while I nap.
 
   I wake up later to the smell of chocolate chip cookies.  I follow the smell into the dining room, where Tess has a plate out for me.  Before I can eat any, she hugs me again.  “I thought we were going to lose you this time.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “I thought you had changed your mind about the wedding.  Cold feet, as it were.”
 
   “Oh, no, of course not.  I love Mac.”  I clear my throat.  “I actually need to see a jeweler about the ring.  I’ve lost so much weight it doesn’t fit.”
 
   “We’ll get that taken care of tomorrow.”
 
   “And go to a beauty parlor, right?”
 
   “Certainly, dear.”  She stares at me and her eyes narrow.  “You look different.”
 
   “It’s just from the weight I lost.”
 
   “That must be it,” Tess says.  She kisses the top of my head.  “You enjoy those while I get dinner started.  I hope I’m not too rusty at cooking for you.”
 
   I let out a sigh after she’s gone, glad she hasn’t noticed—or has chosen to ignore—the slight differences of my body.  Then I dig into the pile of cookies like Cookie Monster on Sesame Street.
 
   ***
 
   I take advantage of three days with my surrogate grandparents to get myself back in shape.  It starts the second day with a haircut.  Some shampoo and conditioner take out the frizziness after weeks in Dr. Palmer’s drafty lab.  I get it cut about halfway down my back.  The stylist even restores my bangs to their former glory.  I look almost the same as a month ago, except I leave my hair brown, at least for now.
 
   By the time I’m done at the beauty parlor, the jeweler has my ring adjusted.  It fits perfectly again on my finger, though it looks bigger against my more slender fingers.  Tears come to my eyes when the jeweler puts the ring on me as I think of Mac doing the same.  It’s only a couple of weeks until I’ll be married at last.
 
   With the extra three inches in height, my naughty schoolgirl outfit doesn’t fit well anymore.  I get out the rest of the clothes I wore five years ago when I first became Stacey.  This includes the expensive stuff I bought with a dead man’s credit card.  For my reunion with Mac, I wear a strapless lavender dress that cost five hundred dollars.  The lavender pumps that go with the dress are a little tight, but I can squeeze into them.
 
   “Do I look all right?” I ask Tess when I come down the stairs.
 
   “You look wonderful, dear.  Very grown up.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I’d look even more grown up if I ditched the red glasses.  I need to get some new contacts before the wedding.
 
   Over the phone I arranged to meet Mac at his office.  He took half a day off so we can meet for lunch—and then have dessert back at his house.  Tess insists on driving me.  I haven’t seen much of Jake since I got out of Lennox Pharmaceuticals’s dungeon.  Tess says he’s on a case, though I figure it’s more likely he’s getting skunked down at Squiggy’s while he dodges the press about the Vollmer case.
 
   Tess escorts me up to Mac’s office.  As we get into the elevator, a young woman gets off.  We bump shoulders and her phone tumbles out of her hands to land by my foot.  We bend down to get it at the same time and almost knock our heads together.  We giggle at the same time.  Only when I hand the phone back do I recognize Jamie, Stacey Chang’s best friend when she was ten.
 
   Jamie looks about as old as I do, though she’s only fifteen.  Her hair is the same color as mine, though cut short.  Her face has escaped the ravages of acne, but when she opens her mouth to smile, she hasn’t escaped the braces.  “Thanks,” she says.  “I should watch where I’m going.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” I say.
 
   She squints at me and her smile widens.  “Stacey, right?  You were going out with Darren’s uncle, weren’t you?”
 
   “We still are,” I say.  I hold up the ring.
 
   “Holy shit.  You’re married?”
 
   “Engaged.  The wedding is in about a month.  I thought we sent an invitation to Miami.”
 
   “We aren’t in Miami.  We’re back here for the summer.  Daddy’s got some important work up here, or so he says.”
 
   “That’s great.  We should hang out sometime.  I’m sure Darren would love to see you again.  He still talks about you.”
 
   “That would be awesome,” she says.  “How is Darren?  I’d check up on him but he’s such a technophobe he doesn’t even have a Facebook page.”
 
   “He’s good.  He’s really excited about the wedding.”  We let some people by us into the elevator.  When I think of the wedding, I remember the way Grace and I left things.  I’ll need someone to fill her shoes as a bridesmaid.  Why not my former best friend?  “I was actually thinking that if you aren’t too busy, maybe you could be a bridesmaid.”
 
   “Me?  Holy shit.  That’s awesome!”  Jamie surprises me with a hug.  
 
   Once I manage to pry Jamie off, I say, “I’ll text you later.  I got to go see my fiancé.”
 
   Then I get into the elevator.
 
   ***
 
   There are no patients in the waiting room.  Cheryl, the receptionist, is still at her desk to type some reports.  She looks up at me and smiles.  “Hi, Stacey,” she says without missing a beat.  It’s probably the glasses and bangs that give me away.  “You can go right in.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I leave Tess in the waiting room and then go into Mac’s office.  
 
   Any hopes of a great romantic moment are spoiled when I see he’s behind his desk.  He doesn’t even get up as I enter.  “You’re back,” he says.
 
   “Yes I am—”
 
   “Why don’t you have a seat while I finish this paperwork?”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  I go over to one of the white armchairs where he talks to his patients.  I sit there and watch as he works; he seems to ignore me.  “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “Why would I be mad?  You only vanished off the face of the earth for a month.”
 
   “You always say sarcasm is a shield people hide behind to avoid expressing their true feelings.”
 
   “I know.”  He takes his glasses off and tosses them onto his desk so he can rub his eyes.
 
   “Don’t you want to talk about it?”
 
   “In a few minutes.  I need to get these finished so Cheryl can go home,” he says.
 
   “Fine.”  I take out my phone to play a game on it while I wait.
 
   After about fifteen minutes, Mac finally goes out into the waiting room to drop off his reports.  Then he comes back for me.  I can tell by the look on his face that he doesn’t want me to run into his arms.
 
   He sits in the opposite chair and then crosses his legs as if we’re having a session.  “Do you want to tell me where you’ve been for the last month?”
 
   “A treatment center.  To lose some weight.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.”
 
   “Did they give you a nose job while you were there?”
 
   I touch the end of my nose.  “Oh, that, um—”
 
   “Stacey, marriage is supposed to be a partnership.  We have to be able to trust each other.  If you can’t trust me enough to tell me what you’ve been doing for the last month, then perhaps we need to reevaluate things.”
 
   I look down at the floor and then nod.  “I wanted to tell you, but it’s been so weird, I didn’t think you would understand.”
 
   “I wouldn’t understand?  Stacey, I know all about your past and I still love you.  Why do you think I wouldn’t understand now?”
 
   “I was becoming a man,” I blurt out.  “That weight I was gaining, the hair loss, my voice changing—I was turning back into Steve Fischer.”
 
   “I see.  So what happened?”
 
   “That day we were supposed to see Dr. Palmer, I didn’t want you to see me.  I was so disgusting.  I was fat and hairy and…I had a penis.  So I broke into Dr. Palmer’s apartment to meet her there.  I begged her to give me another shot of FY-1978.”
 
   “And she did?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you became a woman again?”
 
   “Yes.  Not at first, though.  I mean I was a girl, but a very little girl.  I guess after the shot I became a baby, but when I woke up I was six.  I kept getting older a little at a time, until I was about eleven.  Then I hit a wall.  I wasn’t going to get much older, maybe twelve or so.”
 
   “But you’re not twelve, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m eighteen.  Another doctor there, she gave me a second shot.  She figured it would jumpstart things again.  I got a little younger at first, but then I rebounded.  I became a teenager and then for the last ten days or so I’ve been like this.”  I run a hand through my hair.  “The hair and the nose and stuff is because of that.”
 
   “I see.  And you didn’t say anything to me, because—”
 
   “What was I supposed to tell you?  About a month ago I was in diapers.  After I woke up I couldn’t even write my name.”  I lean forward in my chair to plead with him.  “But I never stopped thinking about you.  I spent days drawing pictures of us in crayon, marrying Barbie dolls I pretended were us, stuff like that.”
 
   “You did all of this on your own, without saying anything to me.  Then you lied to me about it.  Do you understand that’s a serious violation of trust?”
 
   “I know, but I did it for us!  I did it so we can be together.”  I finally start to cry.  “I don’t want to lose you, Mac.  I love you so much.  I became a baby again just so I could stay with you.  Doesn’t that tell you something?”
 
   “If we’re going to be together, I need you to be honest with me.  About everything.  No more keeping secrets from me.”
 
   “I understand.  I promise I won’t keep anything else from you.”
 
   He holds out his arms so I can finally collapse into them.  I can feel his tears on my face too.  “I’ve missed you so much,” he says.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”  At last we kiss the way I’ve dreamed of for the last month, the way we will on our wedding day.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   I wait until the next day to pay Maddy a visit.  Mac and I spent the entire afternoon and night together; we hardly ever left each other’s sight.  When we fell asleep, Mac kept both arms tight around me; he didn’t let me go until we woke up in the morning.  He was awake before I was.  “Good morning,” he whispered and then kissed me on the lips.  He didn’t want me to go see Maddy, but there’s still a wedding to plan.
 
   There’s a ‘For Lease’ sign in the window of the store.  My key still works, so I can let myself inside.  All of the clothes are tossed into boxes that haven’t been sealed yet.  The old brass cash register is gone, which is a surprise because the damned thing weighs a ton.  I’ve only been gone a month; what the hell happened?
 
   I creep up the stairs to Maddy and Grace’s apartment.  The situation isn’t much better up there.  First there’s a rancid smell in the air that makes my eyes water.  When I poke my head into the living/dining room I can see why:  there are takeout containers everywhere.  From the flies that buzz around, there must still be stuff in some of them.  In the kitchen I find dirty dishes left in the sink, some coated with mold and others with rust.  All of the cupboards are empty, as is the fridge.  I don’t even want to see how awful the bathroom is.
 
   I press my ear against the bedroom door, to listen for any sounds.  I can hear someone—Maddy, I’m sure—snoring inside.  The television is on too; I hear a talk show audience applaud while participants argue about whose daddy the baby is.  I knock on the door; I hope it’s loud enough to wake Maddy.  “Maddy?  Are you all right?  It’s Stacey.”
 
   I listen for a minute.  The snoring stops, but there’s no answer.  “Madison, are you awake?  Can I come in?”
 
   “Knock yourself out,” Maddy finally says.
 
   I open the door and put a hand to my mouth so she won’t hear me gasp.  All the weight I’ve lost, Maddy has found—and then some.  She lies on the bed, naked except for a pair of underpants, which gives me a good view of how much her body has swollen in the last month.  She must have gained at least fifty pounds in my absence.  It won’t be long until she’s as big as she was four years ago.
 
   There are almost as many takeout containers in here than in the main room, a lot of them still on the bed.  Maddy reaches into one container to take out a chicken leg.  “You hungry?” she asks me.
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.  Are you on meth or something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re so skinny.”  
 
   “I’ve just been in the hospital.”
 
   “Oh.”  Maddy sets the half-eaten chicken leg on her belly; I guess to save it for later.  “My plan kind of backfired.  I got fat again, but Grace didn’t stay to take care of me.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Lacey Parente’s place.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “This little bitch she was dating before me.  I guess they’re an item again or something.”  Maddy pauses to let out a belch that shakes the chicken leg off her gut.  “Oh yeah, before she left, she said you’re fired.  She’s going to sell the store.  I’ll have to leave if anyone ever buys the place.  Not that anyone will.”
 
   I clear off some space next to Maddy so I can sit down and give her a hug.  “I’m so sorry, Maddy.”
 
   “Why should you be sorry?  Now you two can fuck around without worrying about me.”
 
   I let go of Maddy and look down at the floor.  “She told you?”
 
   “Yeah, she told me all about how you two got it on at my dad’s funeral.  Real classy.”
 
   “It wasn’t at the funeral.  We went back here.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Maddy, I’m sorry.  It was a mistake.  A terrible mistake.  I was confused and Grace—”
 
   “I don’t care.”  She gropes around to find her fallen piece of chicken.  She chomps down on it while I try in vain to think of something I can say to make things better.  While she chews, she says, “I thought we were friends, but I guess that was only so you could hang around Grace without it being suspicious.”
 
   “We are friends,” I say.  I take one of her bloated hands.  “You’re my best friend.”
 
   “If that’s how you treat best friends, I don’t want to be your enemy.”
 
   “Maddy, please, it was just that one night.  It never happened again.”
 
   “That’s not what Grace said.  She said you two have been fucking behind my back—and Mac’s back—for the last five years.”
 
   “She’s lying!  She just wanted to hurt you.”
 
   “Why would she ever want to do that, huh?”
 
   “She had this crazy idea that if she didn’t marry you, then someday I’d come back to her.  When I told her I love Mac, she ran off.”
 
   “Right into Lacey’s waiting arms.”
 
   “Maddy—”
 
   “Can’t you see I’m trying to watch TV?”
 
   I stand up and glare at her; she doesn’t notice.  “So that’s what you’ve been doing all month, gorging on takeout and feeling sorry for yourself?”
 
   “What else do I have to do?”
 
   “You can get off your ass and do something about the problem.  Go get Grace back from this Lacey person.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want her back.”
 
   “Come on, Maddy, I know you still love Grace.  And she still loves you.  She just needs another kick in the ass to remember it.”
 
   Maddy summons the effort to roll over onto her side; her back and swollen rear face me.  Instead of more food, she grabs Mrs. Hoppy to cling to.  “Go away.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, not until you get your ass out of that bed.”
 
   “Then it’ll be a long wait.”
 
   “You’ll have to use the bathroom at some point.”
 
   “I’ll go here.”
 
   I watch her for a few minutes in the hope she’ll get up.  When she doesn’t I decide to try some more motivation.  “So that’s it?  You’re giving up?  You’re just going to quit living?  Stay in this shithole until you’re so big they need a crane to pull you out?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she mumbles.
 
   “Then I don’t know you anymore, because the Madison I know wouldn’t just give up.  She would keep fighting.”
 
   “I don’t care anymore.”
 
   “Maddy, please.  It was a mistake and I felt horrible about it.  I felt so bad I made Grace go over and apologize.  You remember that night at Grandma Tess’s house?  The beautiful earrings Grace gave you?  I made her give them to you.”
 
   “So what?  That doesn’t prove anything.”
 
   “Maddy, please.  I love you.  I love you like my own flesh and blood.  You have to believe me.  It was just one time and I’m very sorry.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything; she just lies there with her stuffed toy like an overgrown toddler.  To start my penance, I clear the takeout containers from off the bed.  I dump them in the kitchen, where I find a box of garbage bags to use.
 
   I clean up the apartment the rest of the afternoon.  I throw out the garbage and walk it down to the curb.  I open the windows to let some of the bad smell out and spray about three cans of air freshener to cover up the rest of the stench.  I salvage what dishes I can; I clean them and put them in the cupboards.  The rest I stuff in the trash.
 
   By the time I’m done, all Maddy has done is roll onto her back again.  She still dozes in front of the television, snoring away.  With the windows open it’s warmer in the apartment; I turn on a fan and aim it at her.
 
   Only then do I turn on my phone and call Tess.  I tell her about Grace leaving Maddy and Maddy in need of someone to look after her.  “She’s really depressed,” I say.  “She won’t listen to me.  Maybe her grandma can get through to her.”
 
   “I’ll try, dear,” Tess says.
 
   I don’t really want to leave Maddy there alone, but I decide she probably won’t get into much trouble in the hour or so it’ll take Tess to get here.  In the meantime I have work to do.
 
   ***
 
   There’s only one Lacey Parente in the garment district, so I’m pretty sure I’ve got the right address from Google.  It would be easy enough if I were still a man to simply break into the place and drag Grace from it.  Now that I’m a foot shorter and over a hundred pounds lighter, I have to be more cunning.
 
   Lacey Parente’s place is in one of those anonymous brick apartment buildings from early in the 20th Century.  It’s the kind where someone is supposed to buzz you in, but that’s easy enough to get around.  I just wait for someone to leave and then snatch the door before it closes.  Once I’m in, I look enough like someone who would live here that no one notices anything.
 
   Lacey lives in apartment 3F according to the names on the mailboxes.  I tap on the scarred wooden door, just hard enough that someone should be able to hear me.  As I wait, I assume a slouch, my eyes down on the floor.  It doesn’t take a lot of effort to summon some tears; I just have to think of poor Maddy almost nude on her bed, clutching her toy rabbit.
 
   I have to tap a couple more times before the door opens a crack.  “What do you want?” Grace hisses to confirm I have the right address.
 
   “I just want to talk,” I say with a sniffle.
 
   “How’d you know I was here?”
 
   “Maddy told me.”  I look up so she can see me crying.  “Won’t you let me in?”
 
   I’m prepared to stick my foot in the door if Grace refuses, although that would probably break my bony little foot.  She finally says, “Yeah, fine.  Just for a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   She does close the door so she can take off the chain lock.  Then she opens it wide enough so I can see her.  Like Maddy and I, she’s undergone a few changes in the last month.  Her hair is dark purple now, her skin an unnatural white, and her lips and fingernails black.  She’s got some new piercings on her eyebrows, nose, and lips, plus several new tattoos on her arms.  The black mesh tank top she wears lets me see she doesn’t have a bra on and her black miniskirt doesn’t cover much more than her panties.  The combat boots look about like the ones I used to wear with my naughty schoolgirl outfit.
 
   “You look different,” she says.
 
   “So do you.”
 
   She doesn’t try to hug me or anything; she just stands a few inches away from me and crosses her arms.  “Maddy tell you what happened?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Grace nods.  After a moment, she motions to a ratty plaid couch.  “You wanna sit down or something?”
 
   “I guess,” I say and sniffle again.
 
   I wait for her to turn her back and then I shove her.  She stumbles over the makeshift coffee table made from cinderblocks and a couple stray pieces of wood.  Before she can get up, I kick her in the ribs with the spiky toe of my pumps.  When she cries out, I kick her again, this time in the face.
 
   Blood drips from her black lips as she rolls over to stare up at me.  “What the hell?  You little psycho—”  
 
   I shut her up with another kick to the midsection.  “Why’d you tell Maddy I slept with you after that one night?  You just want to hurt her or you actually think that happened, you sick fuck?”
 
   “I’m the sick fuck?” Grace says.  She spits a wad of blood at my feet.  “Look at you.”
 
   “Did you really think that would get us back together?  Not that we were really together in the first place.”
 
   “Oh don’t tell me you didn’t like it.  Don’t give me that bullshit about liking men now.”
 
   “I like one man:  Mac.  And if you try to ruin that too, I’m going to do a lot more than cut your lip.”
 
   “Who do you think you are?  Some avenging angel?  Why don’t you take your bony little ass uptown where it belongs?”
 
   “Why, so you can keep making yourself and Maddy miserable?”
 
   “You’re the one making us miserable.  Maddy and I were fine until you came along.”
 
   “I’ve been gone for a month, so why did you break up with her?”
 
   “Because I love you.  You know that.”
 
   “You love me, huh?  That must explain why you fired me and moved into some strange woman’s apartment.”
 
   “I needed a fresh start, to get out of that whole scene.”
 
   Mac always talks about human behavior and reading patients from facial expressions, body language, and so on.  It’s something I learned too in thirty years on the police force.  I look down at Grace in her Goth outfit and makeup and as I remember what Maddy said about this Lacey Parente person, the pieces start to fall into place. 
 
   “You don’t want a fresh start,” I say.  “You want to go back in time.  That’s why you’re back with your ex and dressed like you’re seventeen.  This isn’t about Madison or even me.  It’s about you feeling sorry for yourself because you’re getting older and the world is forcing some goddamned responsibility on you.”
 
   “You should leave the psychoanalysis to your fiancé.”
 
   “I know this is Freudian of me, but this is about your mom.  She was always the flaky hipster type, the type to move into the garment district and open up that little clothes shop.  She raised her daughter to be a rebel, a nonconformist.
 
   “That’s how it was for a while.  You had your store and a disciple in Maddy.  Now you realize you’re thirty-four and you and Maddy got real jobs now.  On top of it all, your last disciple—me—is getting married and going uptown.  And when Maddy suggests you get married and maybe even move out of that dump to find somewhere better, where you might raise a family, that scares the shit out of you.
 
   “So you try to grab on to me like a life preserver.  When that doesn’t work, you move on to this Lacey chick.  You try to go back in time and recreate things like they were, when no one expected anything out of you, no one wanted you to be a grown-up.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Grace says, albeit weakly.  “I love you, Stace.  I wanted more than anything to go away with you.  It can still happen.”
 
   “It’s not going to happen.  I love Mac.  We’re going to get married.  I’d still like you at my side.  You and Maddy are my best friends.  I care about you both.  But if you can’t realize what you’re throwing away, then the hell with you.  Madison is a great woman; she’ll find someone else eventually.  You can stay here and play dress-up for the rest of your life if you want.”
 
   I turn to go.  As I reach for the door, Grace calls out, “Stace, please.  Don’t go.  I love you!”
 
   “Think about what I said.  The wedding’s in a month.”
 
   ***
 
   I get back to the apartment to find Maddy in the tub.  It’s like she’s a toddler again with Tess giving her a bath.  Except this time there’s no way another person can fit in the tub with her.  Tess stops scrubbing Maddy’s wide back to turn to me.  “Where have you been, young lady?”
 
   “Visiting a friend.”
 
   “Grace?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is she OK?”
 
   “She’s fine,” I say.
 
   “That’s good,” Maddy says, her voice tiny.  
 
   Tess is perceptive enough to take a hint.  She hands the washcloth to Maddy.  “You can do the bottom half by yourself.  You’re a big girl.  I’ll go check on dinner.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   There’s nowhere to sit except the toilet, so I put the lid down and face Maddy.  “I’m sorry about what happened,” I say.  “It really was that one time.”
 
   “I believe you,” Maddy says.  “Grace was just being mean.”
 
   “Have you ever considered you’re too good for her?  I mean for a shrink she’s pretty flaky.”
 
   “I guess.”  Maddy isn’t convinced.  It’ll take her a while to get over it.  She probably never will.  I just hope she doesn’t turn to the bottle like I did.  Or in her case she might turn to the refrigerator.  “Stace?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Do you think Dr. Palmer could give me a shot of that stuff Ling gave us?”
 
   “Why would you want that?”
 
   “Then I could be little again.  I was happier when I was five.  I had lots of friends.  I never had to worry about getting married or anything.  All I had to worry about was doing my homework, brushing my teeth, and having fun.  Even though I was fat, I didn’t really care that much because I could always lose the weight.  Now I don’t know.”
 
   I get off the toilet to squat down next to the tub and hug Maddy.  “Come on, you don’t mean that.  Remember how happy you were when Grace showed up?  Remember how much you wanted to be a grown-up again?”
 
   “That was before she dumped me.”
 
   I find a hand mirror on the counter.  I hold it up to Maddy’s face, to try something Mac did with me early in our relationship.  “I want you to look in that mirror and tell me what you see.”
 
   Maddy looks in the mirror for a couple of seconds.  “I see a big fat lard.”
 
   “Try harder, Maddy.  Tell me who’s underneath that fat.”
 
   Maddy tries again; she stares into the mirror for a full minute.  “I see a stupid little girl who fell in love with the wrong woman and even after she figured that out, she kept clinging to this stupid hope that the woman would change and they could be happy.”
 
   I lean close to her and give her shoulder a squeeze.  “You’re not stupid, Madison.  Think of all you’ve done.  You got your degree.  You work for the newspaper—”
 
   “It took me six years to get my degree.  And it’s a shitty newspaper.”
 
   “So what?  The point is you did it on your own.”
 
   “Whoopee.”
 
   “And you’re a really good friend.  An even better little sister.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You’re a good person with a big heart.”
 
   “Look where that got me.”
 
   “Maddy, please—”
 
   “It’s easy for you to say all this.  You’ve got your man.  What do I have?  A crappy job, nowhere to live, no girlfriend, a mom I hardly talk to, and a best friend who fucked my girlfriend.”
 
   “You can find a new place to live.  I’m sure Grandma would be happy to take you in for a little while.  You can have my old room.”
 
   “Yeah, great.”
 
   “You’ll find another girlfriend.  You’re too good of a catch not to.”
 
   “Sure,” she says.  She jiggles her stomach.  “A lot of women want to date a whale.”
 
   “You can lose the weight.  Grandma and I will help you.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Maddy, you’ve got to stop feeling sorry for yourself.  My wedding is a month away and I need your help.  There’s so much we still have to do.  We have to get the dresses and decide on the cake and all that stuff.”
 
   “You can do that.  I’m out of the wedding business.”
 
   “Come on, I need you to at least go with me.  You’re the one who’s read all those magazines.  You’re the expert.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “This isn’t the end of your life, Maddy.  You’re only twenty-seven.  You’ve got plenty of time left to find someone who will marry you.”  I elbow her gently in the ribs.  “In time you’ll meet someone who makes you forget all about that flaky old dyke.”
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “I know so,” I say.  I thought I’d never find anyone to replace Debbie, not until Mac came along.  Too bad I can’t tell her that.  I reach for a towel to hand to her.  “Let’s get you dried off.  Then we can pack up your stuff and you can go home with Grandma.”
 
   She considers this for a moment before she takes the towel.  “OK.  I’ll give it a shot.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” I say, giving her a hug.
 
   An hour later we’ve got all of Maddy’s things in Tess’s station wagon.  The apartment is empty except for a few old dishes and the furniture Maddy and Grace salvaged from the trash.  That can go back from whence it came eventually.
 
   I leave Mac a message to tell him I’m staying with Tess tonight.  I want to make sure Maddy gets through these first twenty-four hours of her new life.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   The next day Maddy and I stop at Mac’s house.  Mac is at the office, but Jamie is there, at the piano with Darren.  He taps some keys and then invites her to do the same.  They giggle as she misses a few notes.  From the way they lean towards each other, I figure they’re about to kiss—
 
   Maddy clears her throat.  “Hey kids,” she says.  “Are we interrupting something?”
 
   “No,” Darren says too quickly.  “I was trying to teach Jamie to play.”
 
   “I’m pretty hopeless,” Jamie says.  “I had some lessons when I was little.  I could only ever learn to do ‘Chopsticks.’”
 
   “You should hear Stace play,” Maddy says.  She nudges me in the ribs.  “It sounds like someone’s pushing the piano down some stairs.”
 
   “I’m not that bad,” I say.  I give Jamie a hug.  “Thank you so much for doing this.”
 
   “It’s cool,” Jamie says.  “No one’s asked me to be in a wedding before.  What is it I’m supposed to do?”
 
   “Mostly just stand there,” Maddy says.  “And if I can’t fulfill my duties as maid of honor, you’ll have to fill in.”
 
   “And do what?”
 
   “Stand there,” Maddy says and we all laugh, even Darren.
 
   The good feelings end once the door opens.  From the piano bench, Darren is the first to see our new visitor.  His face pales a little and his mouth goes slack.  “Mom?”
 
   I turn and see Darren’s mom Mary Anne in the doorway with a suitcase.  She looks about as skinny and pale as I am, though her hair is a sandy color and she doesn’t have glasses.  “Hello,” she says in almost a whisper.
 
   When he was younger, Darren would race into his mother’s arms to hug her.  Now that he’s fifteen—and been through about a dozen of these reunions—he’s far more subdued; he doesn’t even get off the piano bench.  “They said you weren’t coming home until next week.”
 
   “They decided to let me out early,” she says.  “I didn’t want to bother your uncle, so I took a cab.”
 
   Only now does Mary Anne seem to notice the rest of us.  “I’m sorry, am I interrupting something?”
 
   “Nothing much,” I say.  “We were just getting ready to do some shopping.”  I clear my throat and then continue, “It’s actually a good thing you’re here.  Robert and I would like you to be a part of the wedding.  As a bridesmaid?”
 
   “Oh,” she says.  Her cheeks turn red.  This probably isn’t how she imagined her homecoming.  “That sounds nice.”
 
   I put a hand on Maddy’s shoulder.  “This is my maid of honor, Madison Griffith.  And that’s my other bridesmaid, Jamie Borstein.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you.”  She focuses on Jamie.  “We met before, didn’t we?”
 
   “Yep.  Like three years ago.”  Jamie puts an arm around Darren’s shoulder; his face goes beet red.  “I’m his main squeeze.”
 
   Darren shakes Jamie off.  Like a gentleman he takes his mom’s suitcase.  “You’re probably tired,” he says.  “The guestroom is a little messy.”
 
   He leads her upstairs, which leaves Maddy, Jamie, and I alone.  “She seems nice,” Maddy says.
 
   Jamie snorts.  “Only when she’s not using.  Then she’s a real bitch.”
 
   “Jamie—”
 
   “How long you suppose she’ll be around this time?”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk like that,” I say, though I wonder the same thing.  “She needs our love and support to help her get well.”
 
   “You’d think since her brother is a shrink she wouldn’t be so messed up.”
 
   “We all have problems,” I say.
 
   “I guess,” Jamie says.  With a sigh she takes her phone out of her purse.  “You guys want to play Angry Birds?”
 
   ***
 
   We let Mary Anne take a nap for a couple of hours.  Once she’s up and around again, we decide to go out for lunch and hit a dress shop to at least get some measurements.  Maddy takes it upon herself as the maid of honor to try to engage Mary Anne.  Like her son, Mary Anne isn’t very talkative.  As I know from experience, Maddy won’t let that stop her.
 
   “Stace says you were in the Peace Corps?” Maddy asks in the cab.
 
   “A long time ago,” Mary Anne says.
 
   “I thought about doing that when I dropped out of school.  It probably would have been better than working at the Krappy Koffee.”
 
   “It was OK.”
 
   “That’s how she met Darren’s father,” I say.  I hope the mention of her son will perk her up.
 
   It doesn’t work.  She mumbles, “Yes.  I did.”
 
   “That’s got to be a romantic story,” Maddy says.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “You and Stace probably get along great.  Neither of you likes to talk.  You two probably just stare at each other, right?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Tough crowd,” Maddy says.  She clears her throat to try again.  “So do you play the piano?”
 
   “I did.  I don’t anymore.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Mary Anne turns to stare out the window.  Mac says she was driven to use drugs from the stress of performing for crowds, her parents’s divorce when she was young, and the trauma of witnessing the man she loved butchered by machete-wielding rebels.  She started with pot, but when that wasn’t enough she moved on to harder stuff:  meth, crack, heroin.  She’ll get clean for a few months—long enough to give Mac and Darren hope—before she has another setback.  It won’t be long until she ends up in prison instead of rehab.
 
   An air of gloom hangs over us as we get to the dress shop.  Not the same dress shop as before; it’s another one on Maddy’s list.  Like before we go through a catalog of what they have first.  Mary Anne and Jamie don’t get involved in this process; Jamie plays on her phone and Mary Anne stares out the window.  They’re content to let Maddy take charge, as am I.  At least it gives Maddy something to take her mind off Grace.
 
   “I like this one,” Maddy says.  She points to a dress like the one she showed me last time.
 
   “It’s nice,” I say.
 
   “Nice?  Come on, Stace, don’t be such a downer.  There has to be something in here you really like.”
 
   I flip a few pages.  None of the dresses really seem to be me.  I remember what Grace said five years ago about me being a “functional girl.”  A wedding dress is the opposite of functional; they’re supposed to be ostentatious.
 
   On the very last page I see the one that calls out to me.  It’s mostly a plain white gown, with a little bit of lace ruffle at the bottom of the skirt.  The sleeves are made of lace too, though not puffy like some of the others.  There’s a heart-shaped cutout in the back of it to expose some skin, at least what’s not obscured by the train.  “I like this one,” I say.
 
   “That?  It’s kind of boring.”
 
   “It’s simple,” I say.
 
   “Come on, Stace, you’re only going to get this one chance to do something big.”
 
   “It’s my wedding,” I say.  “I want to try it on.”
 
   “Fine.  Go ahead.”
 
   It takes the salesgirl a few minutes to find the dress in the stockroom.  It’s a little big on me, though the salesgirl assures me they can have it altered to fit in time.  I let her zip me up and then look at myself in the mirror.  I imagine the veil over my face, the flowers in my hands, and Mac next to me.  I close my eyes.  I see him lift that veil and lean down to give me a kiss.  “This is it,” I say.  “This is the dress.”
 
   “You’re sure?” Maddy says.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Fine.  Just don’t be surprised if everyone else is looking at the bridesmaids instead.”
 
   “They’d have a hard time not seeing you,” Jamie says.
 
   “You got quite the mouth on you, kid.  I like it.”
 
   Mary Anne waits until Maddy and Jamie have gone off to get their measurements before she says, “You look very pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I wanted to thank you for being such a good friend to Darren.  And of course my brother.  It hasn’t been easy for them with everything.”
 
   “I love them both,” I say.  “Mac is such a great guy and Darren is really special.”
 
   “He is.”  She surprises me by crying.  “I’ve been a rotten mother.”
 
   “Hey, come on,” I say.  I’d usually hug her, but I don’t want to get anything on this dress, so I touch her arm.  “Darren loves you.  So does Mac.”
 
   “I’m a screw-up,” she says.
 
   “We all make mistakes,” I say.
 
   “Not this many.”
 
   It’s hard to disagree with that.  Then I see Maddy getting measured by one of the salesgirls and think of all the mistakes I made.  “There’s still time to make up for it,” I say.  “Darren’s only fifteen.  He still needs his mom.”
 
   “Maybe.”  She looks down at her feet.  “He already has you.”
 
   “I’m not his mom.  I’m more like his big sister.”
 
   “Hey, Mary Anne!  It’s your turn,” Maddy calls out.
 
   “Whatever happens, Darren, Mac, and I will be there for you, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  Then she trudges off to get her measurements taken while I change out of my wedding dress.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Three weeks later Mac and I are in the airport.  In the old days we would wait by the gate, but now we have to mill around in the baggage claim.  Mac is the most nervous I’ve ever seen him; I can see the trail his loafers have worn into the tile.  I put a hand on his shoulder before he can pass by me.
 
   “It’s going to be fine,” I say.  “I’ve dealt with dangerous criminals; I think I can handle your mom.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he says with a nervous grin.
 
   “She can’t be any worse than some of the junkies and hookers I’ve busted.”
 
   “She’s not that bad,” he admits.  He swallows and says, “She’s a different kind of bad.”
 
   “I see.”  I smooth imaginary wrinkles from the lemon yellow summer dress I wear.  “You don’t think she’ll like me?”
 
   “Well, let’s just say she’s never been the most open-minded person.”
 
   “Oh, so it’s because I’m half-Chinese?”
 
   “In part.”
 
   “What’s the rest of it?”
 
   “It’s nothing,” he says.  He kisses me on the cheek.  “You’re right:  it’ll be fine.”
 
   He slips away from me to resume pacing.  Because I want to make a good first impression, for today I’ve nixed the quirky glasses and bangs in favor of contacts and a tight ponytail.  I wear three-inch heels too so I won’t be at much of a height disadvantage.  There’s not much I can do about my Chinese features; she’ll just have to get used to those.
 
   Her flight from Phoenix is on time according to the status board in the baggage claim.  I check my watch; she should be landing right about now.  Then the plane has to taxi to the gate and she has to disembark.  About a half-hour more to wait.
 
   I finally snatch Mac’s arm to wrangle him onto a chair.  “Relax,” I tell him.  “Even if she doesn’t like me, it’s not the end of the world, is it?”
 
   “You’re right,” he says.  He kisses me on the cheek so he won’t spoil my makeup.  “You look beautiful.”
 
   “Smooth talker,” I whisper.
 
   We take out our phones to check our messages and so forth while we wait.  There’s a message from Maddy that says the dresses will be ready to pick up tomorrow.  I’ll have to make some time to be there so I can make sure it fits.  I hope to hear something from Grace, but there’s been no word since my visit to Lacey Parente’s apartment.
 
   About twenty minutes later, Mac nudges me in the ribs.  “I think that’s her,” he says.  He positions himself to face the stairway so she should be able to see him.  I nuzzle in next to him.  “This is it.”
 
   His mom looks like one of those grand old dames with a mink coat and a pillbox hat atop her immaculate silver hair.  She has the straight-backed bearing of a queen or at least a duchess, someone used to being waited on.  I shift uncomfortably and instantly feel inadequate, like I’m a little orphan girl dressed in rags.
 
   It’s a surprise when she blurts out, “There’s my Bobby!”  She actually gets on her toes to kiss his cheek.  Maybe she’s not so bad after all.
 
   “Hello, Mother.  How was your flight?”
 
   “Dreadful.  Now, where is this fiancée of yours?”
 
   “Mother, this is Stacey Chance.”
 
   I hold out a hand for her to shake.  We’re about the same height in my heels, though I feel shorter when her gray eyes lock on me.  I can feel the disapproval radiate from her.  “You look much younger than Bobby said.”
 
   “Just a young face,” I say.  I force myself to smile.
 
   “Stacey is twenty-three,” Mac says.
 
   “That’s certainly a fun age,” his mother says.  “Why, I wasn’t much more than that when I gave birth to Bobby.  He hasn’t put a bun in your oven, has he?”
 
   “Mother!”
 
   “Oh yes, I forget, you young people today don’t have babies until you’re much older.”
 
   Mac clears his throat.  “Let’s go over and get your luggage.  How many bags did you bring?”
 
   “Just one,” she says.  I wonder if that’s because she’s too cheap to pay the baggage fees or if she doesn’t plan to stay very long.
 
   Mac insists on getting the bag from the conveyor, which leaves me to stand with his mom.  She glares at me again before she asks, “What is it you do, Miss Chance?”
 
   “Stacey, please,” I say.  “I’m a singer.”
 
   “Is that a fact?  What is it you sing?”
 
   “Mostly old songs.  Cole Porter, that kind of stuff.”
 
   “I see.  Bobby’s father enjoyed that sort of music.  I never really cared for it.”
 
   I wince and wish Mac would have warned me about that.  “I’ve been working on writing my own songs.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  How did you and Bobby meet?”
 
   My face turns warm as I say, “I was a patient of his.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything, but the cluck of her tongue is enough disapproval.  She probably thinks I’m a flaky drug addict like Mary Anne.  “What sort of name is Chance?” she asks.
 
   “Um, well, I’m not sure.”
 
   “Bobby’s father was a hundred percent Irish Catholic,” she says.  “That didn’t stop him from getting a divorce when it was convenient.  Of course by then it wasn’t so taboo.  Not like in the old days.”
 
   “That’s really interesting,” I say.
 
   “I take it your mother must have been Japanese then?”
 
   “Chinese, actually,” I say.  “But she was a second-generation American.”
 
   “So you know something about at least one side of your family.”
 
   “I knew her a little better than my father.  He wasn’t around much,” I say.  “He was a soldier.  He died in Afghanistan.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear,” she says in a way that indicates she’s not really.  “And your mother?”
 
   “She died of cancer a few years ago,” I say.
 
   “You’re an orphan?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Such a shame,” she says.  I know I’ve already failed her test.  Like a lot of married women I won’t get along with my mother-in-law.
 
   Mac finally returns with one wheeled black suitcase that’s almost as big as his mother.  She must have paid someone to lug that albatross through the airport in Phoenix.  “There’s my boy,” she says.  She kisses him on the cheek.
 
   “How have you two been getting on?” he asks.
 
   “Swimmingly,” she lies.  She pats my shoulder.  “Stacey is such an interesting young woman.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  Then we start towards the parking garage.
 
   ***
 
   With Mac’s mom in town, we have to shuffle our sleeping arrangements around.  I move back to Tess and Jake’s house, to share my old room with Maddy.  Darren and Mac share the master bedroom so Mary Anne can stay in Darren’s room.  That lets Mac and Mary Anne’s mom sleep in the guest room.  It would be easier for his mom to get a hotel, but Mac insisted she stay with him.
 
   The advantage of me staying with Maddy and Tess is it makes it easier for me to coordinate wedding plans with them.  Now that the wedding is about forty hours away, we’ve got most everything ready.  The caterers, DJ, photographer, and limo have been hired.  The dresses will be ready tomorrow.  The cake should be ready the day of the reception.
 
   I sit on my old bed and let out a tired sigh.  It would have been far easier to elope to Vegas.  With all this fuss, it’s hard to remember why I’m doing this.  But very soon, Mac will be my husband.  I’ll be his wife.  The word still sounds a little weird when applied to me.
 
   “Hey, there you are,” Maddy says.  “Not getting cold feet, are you?
 
   “No, of course not,” I say and force myself to smile.  “I met his mom today.  She hates me.”
 
   “How could she hate you?”
 
   “I’m too young.  I’m a singer.  I’m an orphan.  I’m part Chinese.”
 
   “So you’re saying she’s a bitch?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.”  I sigh and add, “Kind of makes me glad his father is dead.”
 
   “You’re so bad!” she says.  She slaps me lightly on the arm.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   I shift over so she can sit down next to me.  The bed creaks from her weight.  Maddy’s lost fifteen pounds thanks to some extreme dieting, but it’s still a far cry from how thin she was just a couple of months ago.  She puts an arm around my shoulder.  “Don’t worry about her.  You and Mac are great together.  You’re going to be really happy.  And you’ll make some really cute quarter-Chinese babies.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Just wait until she sees you in that dress.  You’re going to look so pretty.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t like the dress?”
 
   “It’s not my style, but you pull it off.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   We hug and then Maddy gets off the bed.  “Come on, let’s go for a walk.  You’ll feel better when you get some fresh air.”
 
   “OK,” I say, glad Maddy has so embraced exercise.  Of course it’s easier out here in the suburbs where there are a lot fewer muggings than in the city.
 
   She’s too heavy to jog, so we settle for a brisk walk.  There’s a determined set to her face as she chugs along; she huffs and puffs like a steam engine.  “It’s so easy to put weight on,” she says.  “So much harder to take it off.”
 
   “You’re doing really well,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Won’t be much longer until all the pretty girls are throwing themselves at you.”
 
   “I doubt that,” she says.  “I’m never going to be skinny again.  Not like you.”
 
   “I’m sure there are plenty of girls who like someone with a little meat on her bones.”
 
   “Sure.”  From the way Maddy says this, I’m sure the only girl she thinks about yet is Grace.  It’ll take a lot more than three weeks for her to forget the woman she dated for nine years.
 
   “I just hope you don’t push yourself too hard,” I say.
 
   “I won’t,” she says, though I know how determined she can be, just like with this wedding.  She decides to change the subject.  “You guys talk about the honeymoon yet?”
 
   “Not really.  I think Mac has a surprise in mind.”
 
   “I always hoped to go to Paris,” Maddy says.  “I guess it’s kind of cliché, huh?”
 
   “It is the city for lovers.”
 
   “Guess that wouldn’t do me much good now.”
 
   I’m not sure if it was intentional on her part, but she’s walked us to the church.  Minnie the old church gossip is out front to change the letters on the sign.  Before we can hustle away, she waves to us.  “Well, look at that!” she says.  “I was just thinking about you.”
 
   “Hi, Mrs. Jones,” I say.  I see that so far she’s spelled out, “Congratulations Stac.”  I motion to the sign, “Is that for me and Robert?”
 
   “It sure is.  I think it’s just wonderful you two are getting married here,” the old woman says.  “I don’t suppose he’s an Episcopalian, is he?”
 
   “No.  I’m not sure exactly what he is.”
 
   “Not one of those atheists, is he?”
 
   “Um, no.  I’m pretty sure he believes in something.”
 
   “That’s good.  Of course it’ll be up to you to teach him the right way.”
 
   “I’ll sure try.”
 
   “You’re probably not that much of a believer either, are you?”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “Stacey’s a Christian.  She’s not as holy as you are, of course.” Maddy snaps.
 
   Minnie turns to her; her eyes narrow.  “Do I know you?”
 
   “My name’s Madison.  I’m her maid of honor.”
 
   “Is that so?  Why such a sweet girl would want such an impudent thing as her maid of honor is beyond me.”
 
   “Maybe I’m impudent, but at least I’m not some gossipy old biddy.” 
 
   “I never!”
 
   “I’ll bet.”  Maddy takes my arm.  “Come on, Stace.”
 
   We get about a block away before we both double over with laughter.  “If Grandma finds out about that, she’s going to kill you,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, well I never did like that old bitch,” Maddy says.
 
   “Then you’ll love Mac’s mom.”
 
   “I can hardly wait.”
 
   ***
 
   We have to go back to the church the next evening at six.  We’re lucky Minnie isn’t there.  She did at least finish spelling out the sign, or someone else at the church did.  Now it says, “Congratulations Stacey & Robert.”  I smile a little bit at that.  In about eighteen hours I’ll be Mrs. Robert Macintosh.  
 
   “Hey, come on,” Maddy says.  “Don’t get cold feet now.”
 
   “I wasn’t,” I say.  “I was enjoying the moment.”
 
   “Enjoy it too much longer and you’ll miss the whole wedding.”  She takes me by the arm, to pull me up the church steps.
 
   The rest of the wedding party is already inside.  Mac brought his mother, Mary Anne, Darren, and Jamie in his car.  There are a couple of other guys too.  They must be Mac’s old college friends who are serving as the groomsmen.  Jake and Tess are here too, along with some of Mac’s other friends and family who will be ushers and the flower girl.
 
   Reverend Crane is here too.  He’s a tall, gangly guy who married Jake and Tess not long after he got out of seminary.  His hair has gone gray now and his face a lot more wrinkled, but his disposition hasn’t improved any.  He’s about as phony as a politician when he smiles and says, “There’s our beautiful bride now.”
 
   He shakes my hand firmly and then shakes Maddy’s.  “And this must be Madison.”
 
   “That’s right,” Maddy says.  “I’m the maid of honor.”
 
   “And our wedding planner,” I say.
 
   He laughs a little too hard at this joke.  “I suppose you’ll want to get started then,” he says.
 
   He takes us through the whole ceremony.  I feel a nervous flutter in my stomach to be at the front of the church next to Mac.  I look over my shoulder, at the aisle I’ll walk down in about eighteen hours.  Reverend Crane looks over at Jake.  “I assume you’ll be giving Stacey away?”
 
   “That’s right,” Jake says.  “And good riddance too.”
 
   Tess nudges him in the ribs.  “Don’t mind him, dear.”
 
   The reverend tells the bridesmaids and groomsmen to stand.   Maddy barks like a drill sergeant to get Mary Anne and Jamie lined up exactly with her.  “You guys better get this right tomorrow,” she snaps.
 
   “Take it easy,” I tell her.  “It’s just rehearsal.”
 
   “Well tomorrow it’s going to be real.  We’d better not f—mess it up.”
 
   Maddy is a lot more concerned about the wedding than I am, or at least that’s how it seems at times like this.  Maybe she figures this is as close as she’ll get.  “Go on, Reverend,” she says.
 
   He runs us through the ceremony.  I look Mac in the eye and try to imagine saying my vows tomorrow.  “I was thinking of singing a song,” I tell Reverend Crane.   “If that’s OK.”
 
   “Of course it’ll be all right,” he says.  “What song is it?”
 
   “It’s one I wrote.  I have the sheet music in my purse.”
 
   “If you give that to Mrs. Reynolds, I’m sure she’ll be happy to play it for you tomorrow.”
 
   Tess hands the purse to me.  I take the papers out and then give them to the old lady who plays the organ.  I doubt she’s happy I’ve sprung this on her, but I just finished the melody last night.  If they had a piano in here I’d let Darren accompany me; he’s a lot better player and far less senile.
 
   “Robert, will you be singing anything?”
 
   “Oh no,” he says.  “Stacey is the singer in this family.”
 
   “So, Stacey sings her song and then I’ll finish the ceremony.  The happy couple marches down the aisle.  I suppose you’ll want to get some pictures before you leave.”
 
   “Yes,” Maddy says.
 
   “I’ll also need you to sign the license, making it official,” he says.
 
   There will be the honorarium too; Mac’s best man is taking care of that.  That’s about it for the ceremony.  From there we’ll take the limo over to the Radisson a few miles away.  The reception will be in the ballroom there, followed by Mac and I going up to the bridal suite for our first night as man and wife.  There are a lot fancier places in the city, but it would take too long to get there.  I’m not sure where we’re going after that; Mac still hasn’t told me what he’s got planned for the honeymoon.  Something big, I’m sure.
 
   With the rehearsal done, we go to a steakhouse a mile or so from the church.  Jake and Tess had their reception here, but I thought that would be too tacky for Mac’s family, especially his mother.  As a compromise we agreed to have the rehearsal dinner here.  It’s the kind of place where the waiters wear cowboy hats and Western shirts.  I’m sure Mac’s mom is aghast, though she doesn’t show it.
 
   We get a group of tables in the back.  Mac and I sit together, like we will be at the reception tomorrow.  I take his hand and give it a squeeze.  He squeezes my hand back.  “Everything’s going great so far,” he says.
 
   “Except your mom hates me.”
 
   “She’ll get over it.”
 
   “Let’s hope.”
 
   “Trust me, no one I marry would be good enough for her.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you were such a mama’s boy.”
 
   “I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
 
   “I’ll try not to.”  I kiss him on the cheek.
 
   “Come on you two, save it for tomorrow,” Maddy scolds.  
 
   “Speech!” one of the groomsmen says.  The others and Maddy second this.
 
   I nudge Mac in the ribs.  “Go on.  Make a speech.”
 
   “Um, thank you all for coming,” he says.  “Stacey and I are very grateful for all of your love and support.  I’d especially like to thank Madison for her tireless efforts as our wedding planner.  This wouldn’t be possible without her.”
 
   I applaud the loudest of all for Maddy, whose face turns red at this attention.  “Thanks,” she says, “but I’m just doing what any best friend would do, especially for a friend like Stacey and a guy like Mac.  I know you two are going to be really happy.”
 
   Maddy’s started to cry by the end of this.  I need to use my napkin to dab at some tears too.  I know how much Maddy wishes Grace were here, how much she wishes she were the one getting married.  This isn’t easy for her, yet she’s carried on like a trouper, even after she found out I betrayed her. 
 
   I raise my glass and say, “No one could ever have a better friend than Madison.  Or a better grandma and grandpa than Tess and Jake.  I love you guys.”  I have to dab at my eyes again.  I force myself to smile.  “Before we get too weepy, let’s remember this is a party.  So let’s have some fun.  Not too much, though.  We all have to be up bright and early tomorrow.”
 
   As I wind down my speech, Jake’s phone rings.  He puts one finger in his ear so he can hear it better.  After he listens for a minute, he gets up from the table.  I see him go to the back of the place, over by the bathrooms.  Must be an emergency.
 
   When Jake gets back, we’ve started to eat our steak—or salad for Maddy and I.  His face is ashen and sweaty.  Something bad has happened.  Very bad for him to look that rattled.  He motions furiously to me.  I excuse myself from the table.
 
   We go out into the parking lot, where he lights a cigarette.  “The shit’s really hit the fan,” he says.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Vollmer.  He’s gone.”
 
   “You mean dead?”
 
   “No, I mean escaped.  Guards checked his bed tonight at lights out and he was gone.  Disappeared.  No one knows how or when.”
 
   “Jesus,” I say.  I figure it must have been Captain Archer on the phone.  He probably wants Jake back at the precinct.  “Mac should have enough room to take us back to your house.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”  He puts a hand on my shoulder.  “I’m sure he doesn’t know who you are, but it would be a good idea to keep an eye out tomorrow.  He might decide to go after me.”
 
   “Or Tess.  Or Maddy,” I say.
 
   “Right.  Though if he’s smart he’s already on a plane to Mexico.”
 
   “You don’t really think that, do you?”
 
   “No.  He’ll come back to the city, start up again.”
 
   “Well think of it this way, you can arrest him this time.”
 
   “This isn’t a fucking joke.”
 
   “I’m serious.  You can be the hero this time.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you just stay out of the way.”  He lets out a sigh.  “But keep an eye on Tess and Maddy.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Thanks.  If she asks, tell her I have to go in for a case.  Don’t tell her what.  And don’t tell Madison either.  I don’t need the press on this yet.”
 
   “I won’t,” I say.  Because I’m sure he needs it, I give him a hug.  “Go get ‘em, tiger.”
 
   “Thanks, kid.”  Then he’s gone.
 
   I go back inside, where the party is under way.  Maddy asks me, “What was that about?”
 
   “Nothing important,” I say.  “He just has to go to work.”
 
   I sit down with Mac, though it’s hard to relax.  I look over at Maddy and Tess and hope no lunatic killer is after them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   There’s not much of a bachelorette party.  Since one bridesmaid has a substance abuse problem and another is a minor, we can’t do much.  Especially not since Mary Anne and Jamie have to go back into the city with Mac.
 
   So it’s just Maddy and I who go out for a couple of drinks at a neighborhood bar.  It’s warm enough that we walk there from the steakhouse.
 
   This bar isn’t at all like Squiggy’s.  For one thing, it’s got too many people in it.  It’s supposed to be a roadhouse with sawdust on the floor and country music on the jukebox.  Like the steakhouse, the bartender even has a cowboy hat.
 
   Maddy orders cosmopolitans for us, the kind of thing they probably don’t get too many of around here.  She looks around the place and then sighs.  “God, I’m going to hate getting back into the club scene again.  I mean, I was never really into it the first time.”
 
   “You weren’t?”
 
   “Nah.  I was too scared to hang out at the bars.  I didn’t really have any friends either, not until I met Grace.”  She smiles at me.  “I was kind of like you, all sweet and shy.”
 
   “You were never shy,” I say.
 
   “When it came to that stuff at least.  I didn’t like going up to other girls and hitting on them.  I liked them to come to me.  No one’s going to do that now.”
 
   “Hey, don’t start feeling sorry for yourself again.”  I give her hand a squeeze.  “You’re doing great.  And tomorrow I’m going to get married with you right by my side.”
 
   “Goody.  Then you’ll be off on your honeymoon and I’ll be sitting around watching soaps with Grandma Tess.”
 
   “You don’t have to be sitting around watching soaps.  You can go back to work for the newspaper.  Go out and get those scoops.”  It probably would be safer for her at home, unless Vollmer shows up there.  For the first time I wonder if maybe Mac and I shouldn’t go anywhere for the honeymoon, so I can keep an eye on Maddy and Tess.
 
   “I guess it would be good to get off my fat ass,” she says.  The bartender plunks our drinks down in front of us.  I take a sip of the cosmopolitan.  It tastes too fruity for me.  Maddy doesn’t have any trouble with hers.
 
   “Go easy on those,” I say.
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” Maddy says.  “I’ve got a good tolerance, especially when I’m fat and full of salad.”
 
   “Just don’t be puking tomorrow during the ceremony.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” she says and then signals for another.  I let her drink mine and then I order a whiskey.  “You better be more careful.  I bet that’ll go right to your head.”
 
   “Probably,” I say.  I really shouldn’t drink if I have to worry about a serial killer coming after us.  I doubt Vollmer will.  He’d be too exposed out here in the suburbs.  Like Jake said, he’ll go into the city and set up shop again.  The first bodies will probably turn up in a park or floating in the harbor in a few days.  I know it’s callous not to be concerned about it, but like I told Jake before, I’m out of the action hero business.
 
   “You mind if I ask a question?” Maddy says.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have you and Mac, you know…”
 
   “Fucked?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So you’re still a virgin?”
 
   “If you want to use that definition, then so are you.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “It was Mac’s idea.  He’s a traditionalist that way.”
 
   “But he has—”
 
   “Of course.”  I lean closer to whisper, “Him and Dr. Palmer used to…”
 
   “What?  No way.”
 
   “I’m serious.  She has a picture in her apartment.  They used to be quite the couple.”
 
   “Really?  I always thought Palmer was…like me.”
 
   “Apparently not.”
 
   “Guess my gaydar needs some adjusting then.”  We laugh as the bartender brings our next round.  We clink our glasses together and then drink up.
 
   “So are you nervous?” Maddy asks.
 
   “About the wedding?”
 
   “About the wedding night.”
 
   “Oh, that.  A little.  I mean, what if I can’t come?”
 
   “Then fake it.  Duh.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can.”
 
   “It’s not hard.”
 
   “You’ve faked it?”
 
   “Sure,” Maddy says.  “Sometimes Grace would be in the mood and I wasn’t, so I’d fake an orgasm so I could get to sleep.”
 
   “You did not.”
 
   “Swear to God.”  Maddy takes a sip of her drink.  “That little cunt probably thinks she’s such a great lover too.”
 
   “How do you know she wasn’t faking?”
 
   “All women fake it sometimes.”  She pats my hand.  “But I’m sure you won’t have to.  Mac seems like a virile guy.  God, remember when he rescued us off that plane?  If I hadn’t been a baby and if I liked guys I would so have been swooning.”
 
   “Me too.”  I gulp down the rest of my whiskey.  “A few times after that happened—and after we became grown-ups again—I, you know…”
 
   “Jacked off?”
 
   “Can women use that term too?”
 
   Maddy shrugs.  “Whatever.”  She slaps me on the arm.  “I never knew you were such a little slut.”
 
   “Shut up.”  It’s weird to admit this stuff to my daughter; she wasn’t old enough to talk about the birds and bees before her mom and I divorced.  Now she knows so much more than I do, at least when it comes to women on women.  “It’s not like you’ve never done that.”
 
   “Well sure I do, sometimes.  Not at Grandma and Grandpa’s house.  I mean, if Grandma saw me doing that I’m sure she’d freak.”  Maddy starts to giggle and then whispers, “Do you think she ever—?”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “God, it must be dusty down there.  I mean, I don’t think her and Grandpa ever do it anymore.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   Of course Maddy can’t leave it at that.  “I bet when she comes, she says, ‘Oh dear me!’”
 
   “Stop it!”
 
   “Well obviously they got it on at least once.  They did have a daughter.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Maddy shakes her head.  “When we were little, we used to talk about our wedding.  Not to each other, of course.  We’d have our stuffed animals or Barbie dolls get married.”
 
   I think about the recovery room, when I did the same thing as a nine-year-old.  “It’s too bad she never got the chance,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, I know.  She was a good kid.  Kind of like you, except she looked up to me.  I was the Messiah to her.”
 
   “You’re exaggerating a little.”
 
   “So what?”  Maddy finishes off her cosmopolitan.  “Jenny was great.  I always thought I’d be the maid of honor at her wedding.”
 
   “To Jenny,” I say and raise my glass.
 
   “To Jenny.”  We finish off our drinks.  Maddy pushes off her stool.  “Come on, let’s dance.”
 
   “I can’t dance to this stuff.”
 
   “It’s not that hard.”  She does a few stumbling moves that indicate her tolerance isn’t as high as she thought.  “Come on!”
 
   “OK, but if I break a hip, it’s your fault.”
 
   Tess picks us up around midnight in the station wagon.  “Did you girls have fun?” she asks, as if we were at a kid’s birthday party.
 
   “Yes, Grandma,” we say in unison and then start to giggle.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t get a lot of sleep that night.  For one I’m nervous about the wedding.  For another, whenever I hear a noise, I think it’s Vollmer about to break in.  Since I share a bed with Maddy, the only weapons I have are Pinky and Mrs. Hoppy.  Jake keeps a gun in his closet, but that won’t do much good in here.
 
   Maddy doesn’t have any trouble sleeping.  As soon as she crashes down on the bed she starts to snore, helped along by the booze.  Maybe I should have drunk a little more, except it would catch up to me tomorrow.
 
   After what seems like an eternity, the alarm goes off.  Maddy interrupts her snoring with a few snorts before she turns over and goes back to sleep.  I shake her shoulder.  “Come on, Maddy.  It’s the big day!”
 
   She grumbles something under her breath, but doesn’t wake up.  I might need a bucket of water to get her out of bed.  I shake her again and shout, “Madison, wake up!  We got to get ready to go!”
 
   “Whatever,” she says.
 
   “You’re supposed to be the maid of honor.  You’re supposed to be getting me out of bed.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   I do about the only thing I can do without a bucket of water:  I shove her off the bed.  She lands on the floor with a heavy thump.  “What the hell was that for?”
 
   “It’s time to get up.”
 
   “Jesus, all right,” she says.  “I’m up for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “Let’s go, let’s go!” I say with the giddy excitement of a little girl going to her first day of school.
 
   “All right, all right!”
 
   Of course Tess is already up and about.  She makes French toast for us today.  “Morning, girls,” she says.  She gives me a kiss on the cheek.  “You’d better go up and get a shower.  I’ll have these ready in a few minutes.”
 
   “OK.”  I go back upstairs to hop into the shower.  I run it extra warm and let the hot water relax my tense muscles.  I shower for a lot longer than usual too; I want to be extra clean for today.
 
   When I get out, I lean close to the mirror to study my face as I blow dry my hair.  I look like I didn’t get much sleep last night, with bags under my eyes and dark circles around them.  I lean even closer.  Are those crow’s feet around my eyes?  I sigh and shake my head; I’ve got to stop worrying so much.
 
   I dress in a T-shirt and sweatpants before I hurry back downstairs for breakfast.  “I thought you were going to be all day,” Maddy says.  She shoves the plate of French toast at me.  “I left you a couple of pieces.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I’m not very hungry, not this morning.  I eat two slices out of politeness to Tess; I hope I won’t throw them up later.  Maddy gives me a hug.  “I’m taking my shower now.  Don’t you go all Runaway Bride on me.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Jake emerges from his study while I sip coffee at the table.  He pours himself a cup of it.  He looks even worse than I do.  “Pull an all-nighter?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah.  Fucking Vollmer is doing like we thought.”
 
   “He’s in the city?”
 
   “Found his jumpsuit in a dumpster at a rest stop this morning.  Found a dead body too.  Some poor naked schmuck.”
 
   “So Vollmer took his clothes.”
 
   “Probably his car too.  Once we ID the guy we should have his plate number.”
 
   “Won’t matter.  He’ll ditch the car long before that.”
 
   “Yeah.  The rest stop was on the south side of the highway, so it’s a good bet he’s coming this way.”
 
   “Just swell,” I say.  “If you want to go work on the case—”
 
   “And miss walking my granddaughter down the aisle?  Never.”
 
   “Thanks, Grandpa.”
 
   He kisses my forehead.  “You’re welcome, kid.”
 
   ***
 
   Maddy and I take our dresses and makeup with us to the church so we don’t ruin them on the way.  Reverend Crane lets us have a Sunday school classroom down in the basement.  Maddy and I have been down here a couple of times when we briefly went to Sunday school as little kids.  I sit on one of the tiny chairs to get ready for my wedding.
 
   “We have some work to do with this face,” Maddy says.
 
   “It’s your fault.”
 
   “You’re supposed to have a little fun on your last night of freedom.”
 
   “I guess I had too much fun.”
 
   “You could have fooled me.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Tess comes down to help us out.  She’s already dressed in a lavender dress with a fresh corsage pinned to the left breast.  She takes it upon herself to brush out my long hair.  “I imagine you’ll want this up for today,” she says.
 
   “Yes, please.”  She delicately puts it up into a French twist.  Too bad most of the time it will be covered up by my train.  “That’s gorgeous.”
 
   “So are you, dear.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t get her too excited,” Maddy says.  “We have to do something about these bags under your eyes.”
 
   I try not to put up a fuss as they apply my makeup.  When Maddy holds up the mirror, I look a thousand percent better.  The bags are virtually gone, as are the dark circles.  I look alert and refreshed, ready to begin the rest of my life.
 
   There’s just one last thing to do:  put on the dress.  Since there are still two hours until the wedding, we decide to hold off on that.  I don’t want to risk it might get ruined by a stain or a tear.
 
   Once my hair and makeup are done, Tess helps Maddy with hers.  They take some of the redness out of Maddy’s cheeks, though there’s not much they can do about the plumpness of her face or her double chin.  I don’t care about that; I’m just glad she’s here to share the moment with me.
 
   Mac, being a traditionalist, doesn’t come down to see me.  He does send Jamie and Mary Anne down.  They aren’t in their dresses yet either.  Both look more rested than Maddy or me.  “Wow, you look great,” Jamie says.  “Like a real grown-up.”
 
   “Thanks.  I think.”
 
   “Although I think your old look was pretty cool too,” she says.  “I thought about dyeing my hair red like that, but Daddy would flip out—once he noticed.”
 
   “You don’t have the glasses to go with it anyway,” I say.
 
   Mary Anne sits down in the corner, hands in her lap.  She’s still not comfortable being around us.  It’s probably not a good idea to put her on display like this so soon after she got out of rehab, but Mac thinks it will give her a good kick in the pants, to help her feel a part of the normal flow of things again.  I’m not so sure.
 
   Jamie and I play against each other on our phones at Angry Birds for a while.  I haven’t played the game much in a while, so she kicks my butt pretty handily.  Still, it’s a good way to pass the time without thinking about the momentousness of the occasion.
 
   T-minus one hour, Tess puts a hand on my shoulder.  “I think it’s about that time, dear,” she says.  She means it’s time for me to get dressed.
 
   “OK,” I say.  I put my phone back into my purse.
 
   We go into another room to change.  Maddy and Tess go with me.  I don’t mind if they see me naked; they’ve both seen me naked a few times already.  I strip all the way down to my bra and panties.  Then I start to dress in nylons and a slip.  
 
   Tess takes the wedding dress out of its garment bag.  I tried it on once at the store to make sure it fit.  That was yesterday.  I doubt I’ve gained or lost much weight since then.
 
   I slip into the dress.  It fits like a dream.  Tess zips me up in the back.  There’s no mirror in the room, so I have to rely on Maddy and Tess’s assurances that I look good.  I feel really good.
 
   The last thing is the veil.  It’s mounted on a little silver tiara, which makes me smile.  Four years ago, when I first became a little girl, Mac gave me a silver tiara to wear so I could feel more like a girl.  I don’t look so silly this time, in large part because there’s no pink boa to go with it.
 
   “So do you have something old and borrowed and blue?” Maddy asks.
 
   “I don’t really care about that stuff,” I say.
 
   “Well here, let me borrow you something old,” Maddy says.  She takes off the diamond earrings Grace gave to her five years ago.  She drops them into my hand.  “You don’t have to wear them.  Just hold on to them.”
 
   “No, I want to,” I say.  I have on little silver hoops at the moment.  I let Maddy take those off and then put the diamond ones in.  She puts my earrings in her ears.  “What about something blue?”
 
   “Here you go, dear,” Tess says.  She takes a blue petal from the flower of her corsage.  I slip the petal in my shoe.  
 
   “I guess I’m good to go.”
 
   “You sure are,” Maddy says.  She gives me a hug.  “God, you look so beautiful.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Jamie is just as impressed when she sees me.  “That looks so hot!” she says.
 
   Even Mary Anne surprises me with a hug.  “I know you’re going to make Bobby very happy,” she whispers in my ear.
 
   “Now, the rest of you should get ready,” Tess says.  She stays with me while my bridesmaids go to get in their dresses.  Tess pats my hand.  “Don’t be nervous.”
 
   “I’m trying not to.”
 
   “Everything will be fine.”
 
   “I know.”  I tell myself that for the next hour, until Jake shows up.
 
   He gives me a big smile.  “I was wrong,” he says.  “You make a beautiful bride.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He holds out his arm for me to take.  “Here we go.”
 
   ***
 
   Jake and I wait by the church door while the organist plays Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.”  I try to take a few deep breaths like before I go out on stage.  Jake pats my hand.  “You’ll do fine,” he says.  “All you got to do is walk up there without falling down.”
 
   “It was a lot easier the last time,” I say.  “I wasn’t wearing a skirt.  Or heels.”
 
   “Everything you’ve been through, this will be a piece of cake.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Jake peeks around the corner.  “OK, kid, it’s time.”  Parade marching was never my strong suit at the academy.  Pretty much anything that required coordination with a group of other people wasn’t my strong suit.  I’ve gotten a little better since I became a woman, though it still feels unnatural as I follow Jake up the aisle.  It’s a lot more like the herky-jerky motion of a car being towed out of the mud than gliding.
 
   I keep my eyes on my feet through the first half of it.  Once I feel confident I won’t fall on my face in front of a church full of people, I look up—and nearly fall on my face.  There’s Mac at the altar in his tuxedo.  Since he’s a traditionalist it’s a plain black tux with a black cummerbund.
 
   He smiles a little, more of a smirk really.  His groomsmen are beside him in matching tuxes.  I never did bother to find out their names.  Darren is off to one side with the rings.  On the other side, Maddy has the bridesmaids in perfect formation.  Even the flower girl is at rigid attention, probably afraid Maddy will destroy her if she misbehaves.
 
   I don’t see a lot of the audience, except for Tess in the front row.  There’s an empty seat next to her for Jake.  First Jake has to give me away.  He stops us in front of the altar.  “Who gives this woman away?” Reverend Crane asks.
 
   “My wife and I,” Jake says since my parents are dead.  He squeezes my hand before he takes his seat next to Tess.  I go up the step to face Mac.
 
   The rest of the ceremony pretty much goes by the book.  Reverend Crane reads that old verse from Corinthians about love and lectures us about how important it is and so forth.  Darren steps forward with the rings at the reverend’s bidding.  Mac slips the ring back on my finger and says the whole, “With this ring” speech.  I do the same for him, just like we practiced at the rehearsal.
 
   Unlike at the rehearsal, the reverend says, “Stacey has prepared a song she would like to sing on this occasion.”
 
   The organist begins to play.  The melody sounds a lot different on a church organ than it does on my guitar.  The soft, delicate notes on the guitar sound a lot harsher and more ominous with the organ.  
 
   I don’t have a microphone and I’ve still got the veil over my face.  That doesn’t matter.  As long as Mac can hear me, it’ll be fine.  I take a deep breath and then start to sing.  My voice at least hasn’t changed much after all that FY-1978 I took.
 
    
 
   I used to be so unwise
 
   I didn’t want to see
 
   You opened up my eyes
 
   And taught me to be me
 
    
 
   It’s hard for me to go on after that because I start to cry.  Even if the words aren’t poetic, it’s how I feel about Mac.  When I came to his office the first time, I was struggling to figure out who I was.  I still felt I was a man in a woman’s body.  Mac helped me see I could still retain the good things about Steve while being Stacey.  And in the process, we fell in love.
 
   I manage to get through the entire song.  There’s some scattered applause even though we’re in church.  Reverend Crane waits a moment before he says, “I now pronounce you man and wife.  You may kiss the bride.”
 
   I probably look a bit of a mess from all that crying when Mac lifts up my veil.  That doesn’t stop him from kissing me the way I imagined in the recovery room, when I could only act out this moment with dolls.  Now it happens for real and it’s even better than I imagined.
 
   ***
 
   It takes an hour for us to get over to the Radisson for our reception and wedding night.  First we have to take a bunch of pictures, some with the whole wedding party and some with just Mac and I.  We even take one with his mother.  She gives me a tentative hug.  “Welcome to the family, dear,” she says.  “You’re a Macintosh now.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I have Tess and Jake pose for a picture with us too.  And one with Maddy so our whole little family is represented.  “You did a wonderful job with that song,” Tess says.  “It was beautiful.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “How does it feel, Mrs. Dr. Macintosh?” Maddy asks.
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ll tell you later.”
 
   They don’t throw rice at us on the way to the limo.  A few people toss handfuls of confetti as we make our way to the car.  Mac helps me into the backseat and then the driver shuts the door for us.  I finally let out a breath.
 
   “Well, Mrs. Macintosh, here we are,” Mac says.  Protected by the tinted windows of the limo, we kiss a lot deeper than at the altar.
 
   “Aren’t you glad you went through with it?” I ask him.
 
   “I am.  Thank you for helping to give me the courage to do it.”
 
   “All you needed was a good kick in the ass,” I say.
 
   We relax in our seats for the ten minutes it takes us to get to the hotel.  The driver opens the door for us to get out.  He even holds out a hand to help me get out first.  I wait there for Mac to get out.  He takes my arm so we can march in together.
 
   The ballroom has been decorated the way Maddy and I—mostly Maddy—planned.  There are the two dozen tables spread out, a centerpiece on each one.  Maddy’s idea was to have each centerpiece reflect a Cole Porter song.  For example, the “Anything Goes” table has flowers of all different colors, plus a few cattails and pussy willows too.  “Night and Day” has a mixture of white and deep purple flowers.  There’s also a CD at each table, a bootleg copy of one of my shows Maddy made.
 
   We’re a little early; we arrive before the rest of the wedding party.  There’s no one to formally announce us, not that we care.  There is applause from those who have arrived.  Mac and I make our way to the raised platform at the opposite end of the ballroom.  We have a centerpiece too:  True Love.  There are red roses, along with a picture of Mac and I from a few months ago, when I still had my bright red pigtails.
 
   The rest of the wedding party arrives a few minutes later.  Maddy of course chides us for being too early.  “I should give that limo driver a piece of my mind,” she says.  “He wasn’t supposed to take you straight here.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I say.  “I don’t need to be announced like I’m royalty.”
 
   She’s still angry, but she sighs and nods.  “The centerpieces turned out great,” she says.  “A lot better than I thought.”
 
   We settle in then to have a good time.  Once everyone’s seated and got a drink, the best man makes his toast.  I suspect he had some help from Maddy, as it seems he hasn’t read the words before.  “I don’t know Stacey, but I’ve known Mac for a long time.  He’s the kindest, gentlest, most understanding person I’ve ever known.  Anyone he chooses to marry must be really special.  I hope you’ll join me in wishing them a long and happy life together.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” I say.
 
   We have prime rib and salmon for our entrees.  There are also steamed vegetables for guests—notably Maddy—who don’t eat meat.  I pick at my food, still not hungry.  I’m sure at some point it’ll catch up to me, maybe tomorrow morning after Mac and I get a workout in our room.
 
   We’re not much hungrier for the wedding cake.  It’s a five-layer cake, much more than we’ll need.  On the top tier the bride has brown hair like me and holds a microphone.  She’s posed to sing to the groom, who lies on a little couch like the stereotypical shrink’s patient.
 
   Mac is too dignified to do the old bit of shoving the cake into my face.  I’m not so dignified, so he winds up with white, gluten-free frosting all over the lower half of his face.  For revenge he smears a little of the frosting on my chin.  We wipe each other’s faces off while the audience laughs.
 
   For our first dance as husband and wife, of course our song is the Cole Porter song on our centerpiece.  It’s not our favorite, but it has the most appropriate title for today, the day to celebrate the true love that brought us together.  Since I disappeared for a month, Mac and I haven’t had time to take dancing lessons.  We do the best we can; we mostly sway to the music.  As the song ends, we kiss like we did at the altar.
 
   I don’t have a father, so again Jake fills in.  He’s an even worse dancer than I am.  More than once he steps on my toes during our song, “My Heart Belongs to Daddy.”  
 
   “Does this feel a little surreal to you?” he asks.
 
   “You’re doing fine, Grandpa,” I say.  “Just watch the toes, OK?”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Mac leads his mom onto the dance floor while I switch over to Tess.  She’s actually a much better dancer than I am.  “Jacob and I took lessons before our wedding,” she says.
 
   “He must have forgotten them.”
 
   “He has heavy feet,” she says.
 
   “Like me?”
 
   “You’re just nervous, dear,” she says.
 
   “Thanks for everything so far, Grandma,” I say.
 
   “It’s been a privilege watching you grow up,” she says.  “When Jacob first brought you home, you were so untamed.”
 
   “Like a street urchin?”
 
   “Yes.  Now look at you, a sophisticated young woman with a college degree and a new husband.”
 
   “Hard to believe isn’t it?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   As the song ends, I give her a hug.  Then the DJ puts on something a little more modern and up-tempo:  Creedence’s “Have You Ever Seen the Rain?”  Maddy still doesn’t understand why I asked for it, but Mac and I do.  The dance floor starts to fill while Mac and I do our best to twist and jive to one of Steve Fischer’s favorites.
 
   I’ve had such a good time, I forgot all about the fact there’s an escaped serial killer on the loose.  That is until the music screeches to a stop.  A woman’s voice says, “I’m sorry to interrupt your good time, but there’s something important that needs to be said.”
 
   Only then does the woman step away from the darkened DJ area, into the light.  It’s Grace with the microphone.  Her hair is back to its natural brown, though cut much shorter.  The jewelry is gone from everywhere but her ears too.  She wears a drab dark blue dress.  In other words, she looks like a grown-up.
 
   “I’m sorry to do this, but I didn’t think anyone would listen to me otherwise.  I want you all to know I’ve been a fool.  I did terrible things to my best friend and to the woman I love.  Stacey, Madison, I’m so, so sorry.  I hope you can find it in your hearts to forgive me.”
 
   She does something even more unexpected:  she gets down on one knee.  “Madison, I come to you on bended knee.  Won’t you please marry me?”
 
   I watch as Maddy makes her way through the crowd of people who were dancing, but now gape at Grace.  While I want Maddy to take Grace back and accept, part of me wants her to slap the bitch silly.
 
   That part of me gets its wish.  Maddy slaps Grace hard enough to stagger her.  She barely manages to stay upright.  “How dare you come here like this and interrupt Stacey’s wedding!” Maddy roars.  “You’re such an inconsiderate, thoughtless, heartless bitch…who I’m going to marry.”
 
   Maddy lifts Grace from her feet and then plants a long, hard kiss on her lips.  Most everyone in the ballroom—except for old-timers like Tess and Mac’s mom—applaud in approval.  After they come up for air, Maddy whirls Grace around like she’s as light as Mrs. Hoppy.  Then she shouts, “Come on, everyone, let’s dance!  It’s a party!”
 
   I can’t argue with that.  The DJ gets the music going again and the party resumes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   I’m sure the Radisson’s honeymoon suite is very nice.  I don’t get much of a look at it.  I do get a glimpse of the living room and balcony as Mac carries me over the threshold.  The good thing about my last shot of FY-1978 is it made me so light he doesn’t strain himself.
 
   He steps inside the honeymoon suite, but he doesn’t put me down.  I start to giggle and kick in his grasp as he carries me towards the bedroom.  “You’re only supposed to carry me over the threshold,” I say.
 
   “Nonsense.  I’m going to take you into the bedroom and ravish you,” he says with a faux-evil grin.  
 
   “I bet you’ve been thinking about this for four years, haven’t you?  You traditional types have such dirty minds.”
 
   I let out a scream as he tosses me onto the king-size bed.  The ravishing begins when he bends down to kiss me on the lips.  I expect him to crawl into bed with me, but he doesn’t.  “I’ll be right back,” he says.  He punctuates it with a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “You want me to get more comfortable?” I ask.
 
   “You stay just the way you are,” he says.
 
   I decide to take that literally; I don’t even take the veil off while I lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling.  This is it, the big moment.  Mac will finally make a woman out of me.  I feel a nervous flutter at that thought.  Will this make me feel any different?  Will I feel more grown up?  Will I feel more feminine?  I don’t know, but I’m excited to find out.
 
   Mac returns a couple of minutes later.  He’s still fully dressed except for the bowtie and cummerbund.  He has a bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses in the other.  “Oh, I see,” I say.  “You’re going to get me drunk now.”
 
   He sets the glasses down on the nightstand so he can start to open the champagne with a corkscrew.  “Don’t worry, my love.  Soon we will consecrate our marriage.”
 
   I laugh behind my hand.  “Stop talking like that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like a Jane Austen novel.”
 
   “Just trying to set the mood, to woo you properly.”
 
   “You don’t have to woo me.  I wanted to marry you, remember?”
 
   “Very true, my lady.”  The cork bursts from the champagne bottle and shoots across the room.  A bit of foam drips from the bottle, onto the carpet.  “Here we are.”
 
   He pours some for each of us; he fills his nearly to the top.  “A little nervous?” I ask.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “You have done this before, haven’t you?”
 
   “Not with my soul mate,” he says.  He kisses me on the lips again.  When he pulls back, he holds up his glass for a toast.  I take my glass and raise it.  “To the love of my life.”
 
   “To the love of your life,” I say with a grin.  We clink our glasses together.  We both drain our glasses to drown our nerves.  There’s still a little left in the bottle.  He splits it evenly between us.  We don’t make a toast this time; we just touch our glasses and drink.
 
   I set my glass aside and then lie back on the table.  “So, Dr. Macintosh, are you going to ravish me now?”
 
   “You’re damned right.”  He leaps on the bed and awkwardly rolls to straddle me.  We don’t need any words for what to do next; I claw at the buttons on his shirt while he unzips my dress.  Despite all the talk about ravishing, we’re careful not to tear anything.
 
   It doesn’t take long before he wears only his socks and I’m down to the veil on my head.  I move to take that off, but Mac stops me.  “Leave it on,” he whispers and then kisses me.
 
   Five years ago, after I first became a woman, I would have freaked out at the idea of a man’s penis inside me.  Just the sight of Mac’s dick would have been enough to make me run for the hills.  Now I spread my legs to let him in.  
 
   It turns out while the time I fucked Grace was a horrible mistake, it’s actually helpful right now.  Grace indoctrinated me into the female mysteries, as far as lovemaking goes.  Thanks to her, I know all about my erogenous zones.  I help Mac to find these; I encourage him to take my left nipple in his mouth.
 
   “You’re sure?” he asks.
 
   “Just do it,” I whisper.
 
   Mac is a bit of a dirty boy as far as what he likes.  He encourages me to dig my fingernails into his back.  “You like that?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.  Get a little deeper.”
 
   About the only thing I’m not prepared for is the thrusting.  Grace used her hand inside of me, which was far gentler.  I feel like one of those bucking bronco rides in a country bar as Mac goes to town on me.  At one point he thrusts hard enough that my tiara cracks against the headboard.
 
   “You all right?” he asks.
 
   “Just keep going,” I say.
 
   All my fears of not being able to perform adequately are put to rest.  There’s a moment where my entire body tenses and then I feel that rush.  When I come, I hit the highest note on my scale.  I turn it into a long, one-note song, like an opera singer.
 
   Since he’s a gentleman, Mac comes after I do.  He doesn’t sing like me.  He just groans and then lets out a contented sigh.  Spent, he pulls out of me and then collapses onto the bed next to me.  “That was everything I thought it would be,” he says.
 
   I grab hold of him and pull him against me.  “Just wait until we do it again,” I whisper.
 
   ***
 
   We wake up at ten in the morning to the sun in our faces.  I sit up with a groan, as if I have a hangover.  When I run a hand through my hair, I finally knock the veil off.  “Wow,” I whisper.
 
   By any definition I’m a woman now.  Mac and I did it three times that night, until we were both too tired to do anything but cling to each other.  He’s still next to me on the bed, his hair sweaty and sticking up in places.  I smooth it down as best I can.  “Morning, sunshine,” I whisper into his ear.
 
   He groans and then blinks his eyes open.  A smile spreads across his face.  “Morning, Mrs. Macintosh.”  He kisses me, but that’s as far as it goes.
 
   “You want to order some breakfast?”
 
   “I could eat,” he says.  We’re both in need of some refreshment after that night.  “You stay right here.”
 
   He crawls out of bed and puts on his pants and shirt from the night before.  There’s a phone right by the bed, but he insists on going out into the living room to call room service.  I pull up the sheets over my chest and sigh.  Today is our first full day as man and wife.  I have no idea what we’ll do.  We could stay in here for all I care; as long as Mac is with me, that’s all that matters.
 
   He returns a few minutes later with an envelope.  “I forgot your wedding present last night.”
 
   “This must be our Top Secret honeymoon,” I say.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Where are we going?  Vienna, so you can piss on Freud’s grave?”
 
   “Close,” he says.
 
   I open the envelope to see not just two tickets or even four, but a whole slew of them.  Like a game show announcer, he explains, “We’ll leave tonight for London.  Then over to Ireland for a couple of days.  And then across the channel to Paris—”
 
   “Paris?  Oh my God, Maddy is going to be so jealous!”
 
   “There’s a week there before we fly to Rome.  Then up to Venice—”
 
   “You really know how to show a girl a good time.”
 
   “We’ll finish by going to Athens and take a cruise of all the Greek islands.  Then we fly back home.”
 
   “Holy shit,” I say as I sort out all the tickets to confirm what Mac said.  “How long have you been planning this?”
 
   “About four years.”  He leans down to kiss me on the lips again.  I’d like to pull him back for a little good morning fuck, but he pulls away.  “Your grandparents are going to send over your clothes and stuff for the trip.  Your friend Grace is going to keep an eye on Mary Anne for me; she has a lot of experience with addicts.  All we have to do is go and have a good time.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” I say.  Before Mac can get away, I pull him back onto the bed.
 
   ***
 
   As Mac said, everything is taken care of.  A couple of suitcases show up that afternoon with my clothes and makeup in them.  My falsified passport is in there too.  The picture is of the me from up to a couple of months ago.  I was at least smart enough not to have my hair dyed bright red for that picture.  If anyone looks too carefully they might notice the slight differences besides my hair.  I doubt they’ll check that closely.  If there will be any problem it’ll be to get back into the country.
 
   With nothing to do until six that night, we spend most of the day in bed.  I lose track of how many times we fuck.  In between bouts, we cuddle together, but don’t say much of anything.  Mac calls room service in the afternoon for some lunch.  I’m hungry enough that I eat a whole steak by myself, as does Mac.  Then we go again.
 
   I’m pretty sore by the time I have to get out of bed.  “I never would have waited if I knew it’d be this good,” Mac says.
 
   “Me either.”  I’m a little glad when he doesn’t follow me into the bathroom.  After so much fucking, I need to relax a bit with a nice, hot bath.  
 
   We have our first domestic squabble as husband and wife when Mac knocks on the door and says, “Honey, don’t take all night.  We have to leave for the airport in an hour.”
 
   “I’ll be done in plenty of time,” I shout.
 
   I win the argument; Mac goes away.  I sink into the tub and close my eyes as the water washes over me.  I surface a minute or so later with a groan.  I’d like to stay in the water for a little longer, but I suppose I should get on the move.  I don’t want to miss our honeymoon flight.
 
   As I use the hotel’s hair dryer, I lean in close to the mirror again.  Those crow’s feet I saw before seem even more pronounced now.  There are some fine lines at the corners of my mouth too.  Once my hair is a little dryer, I notice something glint by my temples.  I lean in even closer to see a couple of silver hairs.  I remember the saying about plucking a gray hair will breed two more, so I decide to leave them.  I doubt Mac will even notice.  If he does, it’ll make me look more distinguished, or that’s what they say about men.  I’m sure those will be the last gray hairs for a while, now that the stress of the wedding is over.  Now is the time to kick back and have some fun.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   I wake to someone shaking my shoulder.  When I don’t move, he brushes hair away from my face.  Mac whispers into my ear, “Rise and shine, chipmunk.”
 
   That’s his new pet name for me.  I like it because I’m small and my voice does sound chipmunkish.  Nevertheless, I don’t get up.  I groan and then try to burrow deeper into the pillows.  “Not yet,” I grumble.
 
   “It’s already ten in the morning.  Are you going to sleep through your first day in Paris?”
 
   “Maybe,” I say, though I know he’s right.  I’m just exhausted after the long plane/train trip from Dublin to Paris.  Mac and I saw a little of the city last night on our way to the hotel.  We saw the Eiffel Tower lit up for night and then mostly I saw Mac’s face as we made out like a couple of kids in the backseat of the cab.  We managed to keep it PG-13 until we got to our room, where we tested the strength of the bedsprings.   
 
   “Don’t make me have to get the ice water,” he says.
 
   “Go ahead and try.”  I still have my eyes closed, but now I fake sleep to get Mac’s goat.
 
   He doesn’t go for the ice water.  Instead, he takes my hand.  I’m light enough that it’s easy for him to wrench me away from the bed.  I squeal and grab onto a pillow, but it doesn’t do any good.  He rolls me onto my back and then kisses me on the lips.  “I could have you arrested for spousal abuse,” I say.
 
   “You’re a little out of your jurisdiction, Detective Fischer.”
 
   “Shut up,” I say.  I whack him with the pillow.  “Why don’t you go and take a shower?”
 
   “Only if you aren’t going back to sleep.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.”  He kisses me again, just a dry peck, and then gets off the bed.  I grab my glasses from the nightstand, but Mac is just a dark blue blur that mingles with the gold wallpaper.  I squint until I can bring him in focus.
 
   I take the glasses off to make sure the lenses are still in.  They are.  They aren’t broken or cracked either.  My eyes have gotten worse.  Just what I need with my eye doctor thirty-five hundred miles away.  I’m sure they have eye doctors in Paris, but I can imagine the hassle of an eye exam with a French doctor who doesn’t know English.
 
   I’ll just have to tough it out for the next two weeks.  With a sigh, I get out of bed and decide to join Mac in the shower.
 
   ***
 
   We have breakfast at a little café down the street.  We dine on too-sweet coffee and too-buttery croissants.  Mac, who knows a little French from school, tries to read a newspaper while I check the papers back home on my phone.  It’s too bad Maddy’s little rag doesn’t have a digital edition or else I could see what she’s up to.
 
   The news is not good.  Even with my shitty eyes, it’s easy to read the headline that takes up half the screen:  STRANGLER STRIKES AGAIN!  This time it was a black couple on the south side.  Witnesses said the couple had left a birthday party for the woman’s grandma.  The bodies turned up a few hours later, left on the doorstep of a nearby bakery.  Vollmer left his calling card; he stripped the bodies and painted a swastika on their bellies.
 
   That brings the count up to six.  Plus the guy up north whom Vollmer killed to steal his car and clothes.  All in the week I’ve been on my honeymoon with Mac.  I shake my head and then put the phone down.  
 
   “Bad news?” he asks.
 
   “That shit Vollmer killed two more.”
 
   Mac goes into shrink mode.  “You feel responsible?”
 
   “A little.  If I had killed him twenty-five years ago he wouldn’t have been able to go on a second rampage.”
 
   “You did what you thought was right,” Mac says.  “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Tell that to the seven people who are dead.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   “I know, the police will handle it.  It’s not my job anymore.  I’m just an unemployed kid on honeymoon with her rich, handsome sugar daddy.”
 
   I reach across the table to squeeze his hand, to let him know I’m OK.  There is still a part of me who thinks I should be back home to help Jake track Vollmer down.  Who better to do it than the man who put him away the first time?  Or the girl who used to be the man who put him away.  “It still sucks not being able to do anything.  I mean, we’re here having fun and that lunatic is murdering people left and right.”
 
   “I know, but there’s nothing we can do.  I’m sure Mr. Madigan wouldn’t want you to cancel your honeymoon so you can sit around feeling sorry for yourself.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s probably true.”  I take Mac’s hand to pull him from the table.  “Come on, let’s go see the sights.”
 
   As far as sights go, mostly we look at store windows.  There are so many gorgeous outfits on display.  I imagine myself in each one.  I am a young woman in Paris, after all.
 
   I’m tempted to let Mac buy everything I see, but I resist.  Mac is pretty well off from his practice, but he’s not Bill Gates.  Besides, now that I’m his wife, I have to think of our finances jointly.
 
   There is one black-and-white dress I can’t resist.  I have almost a religious experience when the sun falls on the window in such a way that my head replaces that of the mannequin.  It’s like someone designed that dress with me in mind.
 
   I have no idea how euros equate to dollars, though a thousand euros is probably a lot of money.  Still, it must be destiny that I saw my reflection in the window in the dress.  And it is just one dress—with matching shoes, of course.  “Can I wear this out?” I ask the salesman who speaks English.
 
   “Of course you may, mademoiselle.”
 
   I almost squeal with joy as I scurry into the changing room with the box.  The joy starts to fade when I see my reflection in the mirror.  Damn, I look tired.  The bags around my eyes are even puffier than before and darker too.  The lines are still there around my eyes and mouth and the gray hairs at my temples have multiplied.  When I brush my bangs aside, I see a crease on my forehead.  I look like I’m forty years old, not eighteen.  I really ought to go home and take a long, hot bath and a nap—alone.
 
   Despite how worn I look, the dress looks good on me.  It really does fit as if it were made for me.  The shoes too.  I ignore the wrinkles and then step out of the changing room to show Mac.  “What do you think?” I ask.
 
   “Has someone seen my wife?  All I see is a supermodel,” he says.
 
   “You’re overdoing it, buster,” I say.  I slap him gently on the arm.  I still let him take my hand to lead me from the store.
 
   ***
 
   We have a whole list of places to see.  A lot of these are Maddy’s idea.  She emailed the list before I left; she wants me to get some pictures so she and Grace can get an idea of what to expect before they come here on their honeymoon.  That might not be for a while; they need time to arrange their schedules.
 
   Of course we have to go back to the Eiffel Tower to get some pictures in the daylight.  It’s a good thing the tower is so big that even with my blurred vision I can see it pretty well.  “You want to go up to the top and throw pennies?” I say.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “OK, we could just spit.”
 
   “I never knew you had such a mean streak.”
 
   “I guess there are still some things we don’t know about each other.”
 
   We take some pictures of the tower and I send them to Maddy.  I’m not sure what time it is back home, probably late at night.  In which case she can see them when she gets up in the morning.  By then I’ll probably have some more for her.
 
   We spend the rest of the afternoon like Bogart and Bergman in Casablanca; we ride around pressed close to each other as we see the sights.  As time goes by, I start to feel a dull ache that begins in my temples and radiates to my eyes.  I close my eyes as it feels like someone has stuck pins in them.
 
   Mac doesn’t notice this as he checks out restaurants on his phone.  When he suggests a couple, I don’t say anything.  All I can think about is going back to the hotel to lie down for a while and then taking that hot bath.  He finally senses my distress.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ve just got a headache,” I say.  “Must be this French air.”
 
   More likely it’s my shitty eyes that have become strained from looking out of these glasses for too long.  “We can go back to the hotel if you need some rest.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  With my eyes still closed, I snuggle up to Mac.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s OK, chipmunk.  We have a whole week to try the food.”
 
   The pain has died down a little by the time we get back to the hotel.  I manage to keep my eyes open all the way up to our room.  I don’t bother to change; I just slip off the dress and shoes and collapse onto the bed.
 
   “Do you want anything?” Mac asks.  “Some aspirin maybe?”
 
   “That would be good,” I mumble into my pillow.  “Thanks.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   He does get the aspirin.  By then I’m already asleep.  I wake up later to find him asleep next to me, the aspirin on the nightstand.  I slide across the bed to snuggle up against him again, like in the cab.  He must not have been asleep long or very deeply as he instantly stirs.  “Hi, chipmunk,” he says.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “A little better,” I say.
 
   “Tomorrow will go better.  I promise,” he whispers.
 
   “I believe you.”  We fall asleep together; it’s the first night since the wedding we don’t make love.  I tell myself we need a little break from that anyway to recharge our batteries.  Mac’s right; everything will be better tomorrow.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   Our first night in Rome, I have to put Maddy’s bedroom advice to good use.  As she and Meg Ryan before her indicated, it’s not hard to fake an orgasm.  I’ve had enough real orgasms in the last two weeks that I know what one should sound like.  All I have to do is throw my head back, make the same sound I do when I come, and then sag onto the bed.
 
   The last part is the easiest because I’m really, really tired.  I have to stifle a yawn as Mac tries to pleasure me.  I know he’s doing his best because he thinks it’s what I want.  So I just go with it and pretend it’s like all those other times.  I fall asleep while we cuddle.
 
   Mac’s usually the first one up, but this morning I wake up first.  My bladder nags at me, so I slide out of bed.  It takes me about three seconds to trip on a leg of the bed.  I grab onto the post to keep upright.  I remind myself to be careful; this is a different hotel room now, with a whole new set of dangers for me and my terrible eyes.
 
   It’s also a new challenge to find the bathroom.  The first place I end up turns out to be a closet; our coats whack me in the face.  I really should turn on the light, but then Mac will wake up.  It’s better to grope my way along.
 
   While I sit on the toilet seat, I notice something different.  My breasts are saggy inside my nightgown.  Maybe it’s my imagination, but the nightgown seems tighter as well.  I put a hand to my stomach and feel a thick roll of flab there.  I know we’ve eaten a lot of rich French food the last week, but have I put on that much weight?
 
   When I go to the sink to wash my hands, I put a hand to my mouth to stifle a gasp.  The gray hairs at my temples have become swathes of gray, to give my hair a salt-and-pepper appearance.  The gray hairs, the wrinkles, the thick midsection, and the saggy boobs can mean only one thing:  I’m getting old.  Probably just about ready for menopause.
 
   How could I be so stupid after what happened before?  With the first gray hairs and wrinkles I should have called Dr. Palmer.  I should have gone in so she could check my age.  It probably would have come back in the mid-thirties.  I sit back down on the toilet and run a hand through my salt-and-pepper hair.  It has to be that shot Nath gave me.  It had leveled off and held steady for over a week.  Then it started up again and I was too absorbed with the wedding and honeymoon to pay attention.
 
   “Shit,” I mumble.  My voice sounds a little deeper now too, like I’ve smoked a couple packs a day for years.
 
   I hurry into the living room.  My purse is on a table, where I carelessly tossed it as Mac led me to the bedroom.  I search through the purse to find my phone.  I hope we get a signal here.  I go to my contacts and find Dr. Palmer’s name.  I try the lab first.  It rings five times before it goes to voice mail.  Then I try her cell.  Again it goes to voice mail.  “Dr. Palmer, this is Stacey,” I whisper.  “I’m having a problem.  I need you to call me back as soon as you can.  Please.  I’m scared.  I need help.”
 
   I already know what Palmer will want:  blood.  She’ll want to take some blood samples and run other tests to see what’s happened to me, though it seems pretty obvious to me.  For whatever reason the FY-1978 is working in reverse.  I’m getting older instead of younger.  Will it stop or will I age until I’m a dried-up mummy?
 
   The smart thing would be to get on the next flight back home so Palmer can run her tests.  I look back at the bedroom and think of Mac; he’s so excited about our honeymoon.  I don’t want to spoil all that, not if I don’t have to.  Palmer might not need me to come in; she might be able to figure something out on her own. 
 
   Anyway, I shouldn’t panic.  I should wait and see what Palmer says.  Then I think of my hair.  Mac might be able to overlook the wrinkles, but the gray hair makes it pretty obvious.  I need to cover it up, at least until I know more about what’s happening to me.
 
   I find my suitcase where the bellhop left it in the living room.  I dress quickly, unconcerned with what I put on.  Then I find a hotel key and hurry out the door.
 
   ***
 
   I have to try three salons before I can find one to dye my hair.  It would be easy if I wanted to dye it a normal color, but I want to dye it red, the bright red of when Mac and I were together for the last three years.
 
   To explain that to an Italian stylist is the first problem.  I have to point, first at my glasses and then at my hair.  The first two finally understand, but they don’t have that color in stock.  If I want a carrot red they can do that, but not fire engine red.
 
   I wander around the city, hands in my pockets, until I find a neighborhood more like the garment district.  I know the third time will be the charm when I see the stylist has a bob the exact color I want.  All I need to do is point to her hair and then to mine and she seems to understand what I want.
 
   While I’m in the chair, I hear my phone buzz a couple of times.  It’s probably Mac wondering where the hell I am.  I’ll have to tell him I went out to sightsee on my own and got lost.  That’s a plausible story since at the moment I really don’t know where I am in the city.  If he wants to press the issue I can say I went to find him a gift.  That’s plausible too, since this could be considered a gift to him, a little role-playing to spice things up.
 
   The hairdresser finishes and spins me around in the chair.  I have to lean forward a little so I can see myself.  The hair looks the right color, an adorable bright red.  Through some more pantomiming I indicate how I want it styled.  She gets the pigtails right, though the bangs are a little sloppier than usual.  It’ll be good enough to cover the lines on my forehead.
 
   I nod to indicate I’m satisfied.  Then I reach into my purse for some euros.  Despite two weeks in Europe, I’m still not sure if I tip too little or too much.  The girl smiles at me, so I guess she’s satisfied too.  She gives me a kiss on each cheek before she tells me ciao.  
 
   It’s not that hard to find a schoolgirl outfit in Rome.  We are in the Pope’s backyard.  The pattern on the skirt is a little different from my old one, but it fits well enough.  I have to make a separate stop at another clothes store to get a bra with more support so my saggy girls will look perkier.
 
   In the cab on the way back to the hotel I finally take my phone out of my purse.  There’s a message from Mac.  There are three other ones from Jake.  Since he’s an old fogy when it comes to technology, he doesn’t say what he wants; he just growls at me to call him back ASAP.  Maybe he wants some help on the Vollmer case.  Or maybe Big Al eighty-sixed him from Squiggy’s and Jake needs someone to commiserate with.
 
   I bring his number up from my address book.  It’s about seven in the morning there; Jake should be out of bed by now.  Unlike me and Dr. Palmer, Jake picks up on the second ring.  “About fucking time,” he snaps at me before I can even say hello.
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask.
 
   “You got a cold?” he asks.
 
   “It must be a shitty connection.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.  Look, we got big trouble here.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Someone knocked over Lennox last night.”
 
   “Lennox Pharmaceuticals?”
 
   “Of course Lennox fucking Pharmaceuticals.”
 
   I remember Dr. Palmer didn’t pick up the phone when I called.  “Did something happen to Dr. Palmer?  I tried to call earlier and she didn’t answer.”
 
   “She’s not going to be answering anything for a while.”
 
   “She’s dead?”
 
   “No.  She’s about the only one who isn’t.  The rest of her staff we found dead this morning.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “It gets worse.  Whoever did it emptied out the vault.”
 
   “The FY-1978?”
 
   “That’s right, kid.  Some assholes are probably going to sell it.  Maybe to those Chinese fucks like before.”
 
   “Ling Pharmaceuticals got bought out,” I say.  “They’re out of business.”
 
   “Well I’m sure someone wants to get their mitts on it.”  Jake sighs into the receiver.  “I think you should come home.  Palmer’s in a coma right now, but when she wakes up, she might like to have you around.  You’re about the closest she has to family.”
 
   “Of course I will.  Mac and I will get on the next flight out,” I say.
 
   “Good.  Call me from the airport so I can pick you up.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Before he hangs up, Jake asks, “So how was the honeymoon?”
 
   “It was everything I hoped for.”
 
   ***
 
   Mac understands we need to cut our honeymoon short.  Dr. Palmer is his friend too.  I put my arm around his shoulders to comfort him after I deliver the bad news.  “I’m sure she’ll pull out of it,” I say.  “She’s a tough lady.”
 
   “I hope so.”  He shakes his head.  “I can’t believe anyone would do that to Clarita.  Or her staff.  They’re research scientists, for God’s sake.”
 
   “Well Artie Luther already slit Dr. Nath’s wrists five years ago,” I say.  “This sort of people don’t have much in the way of morality.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”  Mac lets out a sigh and then to change the subject, he swats one of my pigtails.  “This is what you spent all day doing?”
 
   “I thought you might like it,” I say.  “Remind you of old times.”
 
   “I do like it,” he says.  He kisses my cheek.  “I like you no matter how you look.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” I say, but I don’t tell him about my aging yet.  He’s already had enough of a shock with Dr. Palmer.  It can wait until later.
 
   In the airport, I start to think about the obvious problem when I get back:  if Dr. Palmer is in a coma, her staff dead, and their work gone, who’s going to cure me?  I had hoped Palmer would be able to come through to help me, but that’s impossible now.  About all I can do is hope the aging stops on its own.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, chipmunk,” Mac says, to give me hope.  That’s in short supply these last few hours.
 
   “I hope so,” I say, but even as I sit in the Rome airport, I can imagine myself getting older, until gray hairs creep up through the red dye.  By the time we get back to America I might look like a grandma; I might need a cane or walker to get around.  I shiver at that thought.
 
   “Are you cold?” Mac asks.
 
   “No, I’m fine.  I was just thinking.”
 
   Mac nods.  He pulls me closer, to make me more comfortable.  There’s not much he or anyone else can do, not right now.  Right now I need a miracle.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Mac gives me the window seat, but I have to give it back to him.  During the fifteen-hour flight I have to use the bathroom four times.  After the second time I ask Mac to take the window seat so I can be closer to the aisle.  He puts a hand on my shoulder.  “What’s wrong, chipmunk?”
 
   “I don’t feel good,” I say.  I force myself to smile.  “Probably something I ate.”
 
   “So I guess the mile high club is out?”
 
   “You have a dirty mind, buster,” I say.  Then I excuse myself to use the bathroom again.  I barely make it in time.  Unlike what I told Mac, it’s not my stomach; it’s my bladder.  The older I get, the more it seems to shrink.  
 
   When the stewardess comes by to offer water, coffee, or soda, I decline.  I don’t want to drink anything that will run through me in ten minutes.  Despite that, my bladder nags at me a half-hour later.  I push my way past the stewardess to get to the bathroom.  Except it’s occupied.  I stand there, my legs crossed and my body jiggling with impatience.
 
   I finally knock on the door and shout, “Hurry up already!”
 
   A man comes out a few minutes later, but he’s too late.  I’ve already dribbled in my underpants.  To keep up appearances I go into the bathroom anyway.  I clean up as best I can, though there’s nothing I can do with my underpants except to fetch some fresh ones from my suitcase.  I decide to just toss the underwear in the trash.
 
   Mac must sense my distress, as he puts his arm around me when I sit down.  He pulls me close, so that my head can rest on his shoulder.  “It’s probably just motion sickness,” he says.
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “We can get you checked out once we’re on the ground.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I close my eyes, but I can still sense Mac staring at me.  “Stacey, is there something you aren’t telling me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Stacey, don’t lie to me.  Let me help.”
 
   “You can’t help me.  Not with this.”
 
   “With what?”  When I don’t answer, he says, “It’s more than your stomach, isn’t it?”
 
   I don’t want to come clean with him on an airplane full of people.  But Mac is my husband; we’re supposed to share our secrets, not keep things from each other.  “Look at my face,” I say.  “Really look at it.”
 
   “Stacey—”
 
   I open my eyes and then take his hand.  I trace one of his fingers along my crow’s feet.  “I’m getting old,” I say.  “I don’t know when it started to happen.  Maybe even before the wedding, but it wasn’t so bad then.  Now it’s getting worse.”  I run his hand through my red hair.  “I dyed it because it was turning gray.  I didn’t want you to worry until I could talk to Dr. Palmer and straighten this out.”
 
   “So you lied to me.  Again.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Like I said, I didn’t want you to worry about it.  I didn’t want to ruin our honeymoon.  I guess it got ruined anyway.”
 
   “I thought we already talked about this.  I don’t want you to hide things from me.  I want us to be honest with each other.”
 
   “I know.  I panicked, OK?”  Even though people might be able to see us, I move his hand down to between my legs.  He tries to pull his hand back, but I keep hold.  “Since we’re being so honest, I wet myself that last time I went to the bathroom.  My bladder is getting tinier the older I get.”
 
   “Oh, Stacey—”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mac.”  I smile at him again.  “I bet you wish you’d found yourself a nice, normal girl, don’t you?  Not one who changes into a man or a little Chinese girl or an old woman at the drop of a hat.”
 
   “I don’t love anyone else.  Not the way I love you.”  He kisses me to prove it.  Then I settle against him and go to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   Jake waits for us at the airport.  He looks worse than I do; his skin is gray and his suit hangs off him like on a scarecrow.  That’s what happens when you drink most of your meals.  When he gets close, his eyes narrow at me.  “What’s happening with you?”
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” I say.  I sniff theatrically.  “What’s happening with you?  You start bathing in whiskey?”
 
   “Shut up,” he snaps.  Mac shows up with our bags.  Jake shakes his hand, though it’s a very brief transaction.  “My car’s in the parking lot.  Come on.”
 
   “Hold on a minute,” I say.  I rifle through my bag to find some fresh panties and then dash into the nearest bathroom.  I make it without an accident this time.  Then I put on three layers of panties in case anything else happens.
 
   “What was that about?” Jake asks.
 
   “Nothing important,” I say.  I squeeze against Mac for support as we head out.
 
   The Fairlane doesn’t have a lot of trunk room, but there’s enough for our bags.  “How was the honeymoon?” Jake asks as I buckle into the front seat.
 
   “Most of it was wonderful.”
 
   Jake waits long enough for Mac to shut the door before he floors the accelerator.  “Now you going to tell me what’s going on with you?”
 
   “I’m getting old,” I say.  “It won’t be long before I’m as old as you are, though I won’t look so bad.”
 
   “That’s just great,” Jake says.  “Palmer’s out of commission and you’re turning into a senior citizen.  Plus that fuck Vollmer is still on the loose.”
 
   “You think he was behind the hit at Lennox?”
 
   “It’s not his m.o.”
 
   “How many more has he got?”
 
   “He’s up to a dozen.”  Jake lights up a cigarette and takes a long drag on it.  “He’s been a busy boy.”
 
   “You’re not any closer to getting him?”
 
   “He keeps changing things up, hitting different parts of the city at different times.  He’s not sticking with any racial group either.  He’s an equal opportunity killer.”
 
   “So there’s no pattern?”
 
   “Not that we can figure out.  The Feds have horned in on the case now.  The media’s having a field day with it, just like before.”  Jake takes another drag on the cigarette.  “In a way it’s good they’re so worried about Vollmer; it let the Lennox thing slip under the radar.”
 
   “Any witnesses to the Lennox heist?  Videotape?”
 
   “No witnesses left alive.  The security cameras were disabled.  No prints or DNA that we can find yet either.  It’s like a fucking ghost hit the place.”
 
   “Just great,” I say with a sigh.  Things are rapidly spiraling from bad to worse to worst.  
 
   We pull up to St. Vincent’s, the hospital where Maddy and I frequently went for tests after we became little girls.  Dr. Palmer used to work here, as did Mac.  This is where they met and became best friends.  That explains why Mac looks green around the gills.
 
   Jake leads us into the hospital and punches the button for the third floor.  “She’s not in intensive care?” I ask.
 
   “No,” he says.
 
   The door opens and I see the familiar pastel wallpaper with borders of cartoon animals that designates the pediatrics wing.  “What are we doing here?” Mac asks.  “I thought we were going to see Clarita?”
 
   “You’ll see her in a minute,” Jake says.
 
   Jake leads us to a private room.  There’s a uniformed cop on duty.  Jake shows his badge to the officer.  “They’re with me,” he says.  The officer nods and sits back down on his chair to serve out the rest of his shift.
 
   There are two beds, but only one of them is occupied.  It’s not Dr. Palmer, though.  In the bed is a toddler, two or three years old, with a mop of platinum curls and a pale face covered with freckles.  Her eyes are closed, but she seems to be breathing on her own.  “What are we doing here?” I ask.  “Where is she?”
 
   “That is her,” Jake says.
 
   ***
 
   Mac is the first one to react.  He hurries over to the bedside, to squint at the little girl.  It won’t do any good; there won’t be anything of Dr. Palmer left there, not if I’m right.  “FY-1978,” I say.
 
   “Someone gave her a shot of it.  Maybe by accident or maybe on purpose.  That’s probably why she’s still alive and not like the others.”
 
   “They thought it had killed her,” I say.
 
   “Yeah.  She might wish it had if she ever wakes up.”
 
   I don’t say anything to that.  I can only think of how I felt when I woke up as a chubby Chinese toddler.  It’ll be just like that for Dr. Palmer, only worse if she stays like this.  “Was she like this when they found her?”
 
   “No, she was younger.  Maybe a year old.”
 
   I nod and think of the shot Dr. Palmer gave me.  She said it turned me all the way back to a baby.  Then I started to get older.  If it’s like that shot, Dr. Palmer might end up a little girl of eleven or so.  “Jesus Christ,” I whisper.
 
   “This is unbelievable,” Mac says.  He collapses onto a chair and takes a few deep breaths.  “Why would someone do that to her?”
 
   “She might have got in the way.  They would need her to open the vault, but she might have resisted.  Or she might have tried to stop them from leaving and they did it then.  It’s hard to say.”
 
   “This is the same stuff she gave you?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Good lord,” he whispers.  “When she wakes up, is she going to remember who she is?”
 
   “She should.  I always did.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t become an adult again?  What then?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll have to find her a good home,” I say.
 
   “I’m sure Tess will take her in.  We’ve got a vacancy since Madison moved back in with Grace.”  Jake pats at his pockets, until he remembers he left the cigarettes in the car and can’t light one here anyway.  “It’s like a fucking transient motel anymore.”
 
   “Did they leave anything in the lab?”
 
   “Nothing we can use.”
 
   “What about her office?”
 
   “Ransacked.  Computers were destroyed too.”
 
   “Her apartment?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Shit,” I say.  I think not just about Dr. Palmer, but also myself.  If I don’t get another dose of FY-1978 soon, I’ll turn into an old crone and then probably a pile of dust.  “They got her whole staff?”
 
   “Everyone.”
 
   I stare at the cute little toddler in the bed for a minute.  At least Dr. Palmer didn’t end up like her former boss Dr. Nath—“Wait a minute,” I say.  “I think there might still be someone to help us.”
 
   We leave Mac at the hospital in case Dr. Palmer wakes up.  Besides, I don’t need him to get any more involved in this than he already is.  The less he knows about all the sleazy dealings that have gone on thanks to FY-1978 the better.
 
   It’s not too hard to track down Dr. Kalya Nath.  She lives in an apartment not far from the waterfront, the kind of place that once was a factory but then was converted into lofts for the hipster crowd.  I let Jake bang on the door since he’s the one with the badge.
 
   It’s not Dr. Nath who answers the door.  A black girl about the same age as Nath peeks through a crack in the door, the chain still on.  “What you want?” she asks.
 
   Jake holds out his badge.  “Dr. Nath,” he says.  “Where is she?”
 
   “Sleeping.”
 
   “Then get her up.”
 
   “Why?  What she done?”
 
   “Nothing.  And unless you want hauled in for obstruction of justice, get her out of bed.”
 
   “Fuck you, pig.”
 
   I shove Jake aside.  Time for the good cop, so to speak.  “I’m sorry about him.  He’s not getting a lot of sleep these days.  My name is Stacey Chance—”
 
   “Chance?  You the little bitch who got her fired?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “You two best get out of here right now.”
 
   “Or what, you’ll call the cops?” Jake asks with a sneer.
 
   “I’ll call my boyfriend to bust both your heads open.”
 
   “You threatening a police officer?”
 
   “What’s going on?” I hear Dr. Nath ask from behind her roommate.
 
   “That little bitch who got you fired is here with some pig.”
 
   “Kalya, it’s me,” I say.  “I need to talk to you.  Can we come in?”
 
   There’s a long pause before she says, “Sure.  Let them in.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   The roommate grumbles something under her breath as she slams the door closed.  I hear the chain rattle as she takes it off the door.  Then the door opens.  Dr. Nath stares at me.  The light isn’t great out in the hallway, but good enough for her to see my face.  “What the hell happened to you?”
 
   “Can we go inside?”
 
   Her loft is a little better furnished than Dr. Palmer’s apartment.  I suspect a lot of the furniture belongs to the roommate.  Dr. Nath strikes me as the workaholic type like her aunt.  She leads us over to a red couch while she takes an armchair.  A door slams down the hallway as the roommate goes into her bedroom.  Maybe she’ll call that boyfriend to bust our heads open.
 
   Dr. Nath leans forward in her chair to look at me.  She brushes aside my bangs to get a better look at the creases on my forehead.  “Jesus,” she says.  “You look as old as my mom.”
 
   “I’m getting older,” I say.  “It won’t be long until I’m old enough to be your grandma.”
 
   “No kidding.  Why don’t you tell me what happened after you left Lennox?”
 
   So I tell her about the first signs I noticed before the wedding.  I go on about how the wrinkles deepened and gray hairs multiplied.  I have to look down at my feet as I describe my bladder problems on the plane.  “Did you hear about what happened to Dr. Palmer’s lab?” I say to conclude my tale.
 
   “I heard the rest of the staff was killed and she’s in a coma.”
 
   “Not exactly a coma.  Someone dosed her with FY-1978 too.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Very serious,” Jake says.  He takes out his notebook and flips it to a page.  “So where were you last night after midnight?”
 
   “Here.  I helped Rosa with her homework for a while and then we went to bed.”
 
   “Not much of an alibi.”
 
   “You think I robbed the place?  And killed a bunch of people?”
 
   “You might not have killed anyone.  You did know about the security at Lennox.  You were recently fired from there.  Not unusual for a disgruntled employee to want payback.”
 
   “So I’m a suspect?”
 
   “No, you aren’t,” I say.  “There wouldn’t be any need for you to rob the place.  Not when you could sell the formula to a competitor for millions.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m sure you have a copy of the formula.  In your head if nowhere else.  I mean, it is your aunt’s recipe, right?”
 
   Nath nods to confirm my suspicions.  “I smuggled a flash drive out of there before they fired me.  It’s got the formula on it—my version of it anyway.”
 
   “The one that’s turning Stacey into an old lady?”
 
   “Yeah, that one,” Dr. Nath says.  “You going to arrest me for that?”
 
   “No,” I say for Jake.  “But I need your help.  How long would it take you to make another batch so you could inject me again?”
 
   “With no lab facilities, it’s impossible.”
 
   “Don’t you have another job yet?”
 
   “Sure, but I don’t have access to what I need there.”
 
   “Then go back to Lennox.  Tell them you have a copy of the formula.” 
 
   “There’s a good idea.  They’ll bust me for industrial espionage.”
 
   She has a good point.  It’s not like she can just waltz into Dr. Lennox’s office and tell him she has a copy of the FY-1978 formula that she modified without supervision.  Still, I need her to make another batch for me, before I turn into a pile of dust.  “Maybe you don’t have to tell them that.  Maybe you could tell them your aunt left a copy of the formula with you.”
 
   “I’m not sure they’d like that much better.”
 
   “Kalya, please.  Look at me.  I’m dying.  You’re the only one who can help me.”
 
   “Look what happened when she did try to help you,” Jake says.
 
   “She was trying to help me.  I was going to be stuck as a little kid again.”
 
   “Some help.”
 
   “With Palmer gone and her lab trashed, there’s no one else who can do anything,” I say.  “Please, Kalya?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment and then nods.  “All right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Becoming an old woman is like becoming a baby again.  When I wake up, I can’t get out of bed, not on my own.  My withered legs have become too feeble to support me without a walker.  I try to cling to the walker while I drag myself out of bed, but my top half isn’t much stronger than my bottom half.
 
   I lean on the walker with my legs still in bed when Mac finds me.  “Ready to get up?” he asks.  I’m pretty sure he says this much louder than usual, though it’s hard to tell for sure with how bad my hearing has gotten.
 
   “I can do it,” I insist.  He comes forward to help me anyway.  I swat at him, not that it does any good.  “I can do it!”
 
   He doesn’t listen to me; he slides my legs out of bed for me.  He holds onto the walker too so it doesn’t tip over as I get into an upright position.  I breathe hard, as if I’ve walked a mile.  While I gather myself, the blurry room comes into focus as Mac puts my trifocals on me.  The background is still fuzzy, which probably means in a few days I’ll be blind—if I’m still alive at all.
 
   I make my way to the bathroom one step at a time; I pause between steps to gather my strength.  It’s a tedious process that’s not worth the effort.  Pretty soon I’ll be confined to bed and have to piss into a bedpan.  A bedpan wouldn’t make much difference since I’m already doing a lot of business into my adult diapers.  
 
   While Mac starts the water for my bath, he helps me get the diaper off.  All I do is manage to stay upright while he takes it off.  There’s a mixture of number one and number two in there.  As I always do, I start to cry when I see the mess I’ve made.
 
   Mac pats me on the back.  “It’s all right, chipmunk,” he says.
 
   “I’m a baby,” I whimper.
 
   “No you aren’t.  You’re my wife.”
 
   When he kisses my forehead I can barely feel it.  I’ve probably had a few mini-strokes over the last couple of days.  Maybe one of those will kill me before I turn to dust.
 
   After the diaper, he helps me get the nightgown over my head.  We do it one sleeve at a time so I can keep a hand on the walker for support.  When the nightgown is off, I get a look at my wrinkled, saggy skin.  There are a few new liver spots, more every day as I get older.
 
   Mac installed a grip on the wall to help me climb into the tub.  I do it one leg at a time and then Mac helps to ease me into the water.  Like a little girl I have to let him wash me.  Unlike when I was ten, I can’t even wash my lower half by myself; Mac has to scrub my dusty old vagina for me.
 
   “Close your eyes, chipmunk,” he says when it’s time to wash my hair.  Like an obedient child I do as he says.  Warm water splashes over my head.  Mac whistles a jaunty tune as he scrubs the baby shampoo into hair that’s gone completely white.  No amount of hair dye can hide the aging anymore.
 
   As I do every time, I cry silently to myself.  To think a week ago I was in Italy, on my honeymoon; I had looked forward to a future with Mac.  Now I’m a feeble old coot whose future is less than a week.  The universe is unfair like that.
 
   I sit in the tub after the water’s drained out so Mac can dry my upper half while I sit.  Then I cling to the handle while he dries off my lower parts.  I lean against him so he can help me out of the tub, back to my walker.  I hobble a few steps to the mirror, where he blow-dries my hair.  Mac’s not a very good stylist, but he manages to get something like a matronly bun.
 
   Then comes the biggest humiliation, when he takes out a fresh Depends diaper to put on me.  I get a look at myself, naked except for the diaper and cry harder.  Mac lets me lean against him until I’ve sobbed myself out.  “You shouldn’t do this anymore,” I say.  “Just put a pillow over my face.  End the nightmare for both of us.”
 
   “I can’t do that, sweetheart.  It’s in sickness and in health, remember?”
 
   “Til death do we part,” I add.  I give him a dry kiss on the cheek as if I’m kissing my grandson.  
 
   I toddle back into the bedroom.  By now I’m so tired I want to go back to bed, but Mac makes me stay active, as if that will somehow help me live longer.  Exercise won’t reverse the rapid deterioration of my cells.  Only a fresh dose of FY-1978 might be able to do that, but Dr. Nath is still working on it.  By the time she gets anything, I’ll be gone.
 
   I have to lean on my walker as Mac helps me dress.  There’s an old flower print housedress and a pink cardigan sweater borrowed from Tess that make me look even more like an old lady.  It’s a far cry from the naughty schoolgirl outfit.
 
   “OK, time to go downstairs for breakfast,” he says.
 
   “I don’t want to go downstairs.”
 
   “Now, chipmunk, you know you need to exercise.”
 
   “I don’t wanna!”
 
   “Stacey, please.  You can’t give up yet.  You have to fight this thing.”
 
   “I can’t fight it.  I’m dying and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”
 
   Still, I set out for the door.  It’s an extremely slow walk down the hallway.  Once I get to the edge of the stairs, Mac picks me up.  I’m lighter than I ever was, so it’s easy for him to carry me along with the walker down the steps.  It would be easier if he had someone to help, but he sent Darren and Mary Anne to stay with his mother so they won’t have to watch me die.  Mac unfolds the walker with one hand while I cling to him with my arthritic claws.  Then he sets me down to grab hold of the walker.
 
   The last part of the journey is to get to the dining room.  I sink onto a chair with a grateful sigh.  I made it without a heart attack or stroke.
 
   “You wait here and I’ll get breakfast.”
 
   Of course since I’m like a baby now, breakfast consists of oatmeal.  My teeth are pretty much gone except for a few yellow stragglers.  If I were going to live more than a few days, Mac would have me get dentures.  We won’t have time for that, which is just as well, one humiliation I’ll be spared.
 
   The spoon in my hand shakes as if I’m having a seizure; these days my hands have minds of their own.  I dip the spoon into the oatmeal.  About a third of it lands in my mouth.  The rest ends up on the bib Mac makes me wear.
 
   He doesn’t eat much; he drinks a cup of coffee while he watches me try to feed myself.  I’m sure this hurts him almost as much as it hurts me.  He’s been so good about it, no matter how bad it’s gotten.  That more than anything makes me regret we’ll never have the chance to grow old together.
 
   Once I’ve finished making a mess out of breakfast, Mac wipes my face off and removes the bib.  He helps me walk into the living room, where he allows me to lie down on the couch.  He turns the TV on and flips to a rerun of The Beverly Hillbillies he figures won’t upset me like the local and national news with all its reports about Vollmer still on the loose, with notes left at the latest crime scenes to taunt the cops.
 
   Mac squats down to look me in the eye.  “I’m going to pick up a few things for you at the store,” he says.  I’m sure he means more diapers and oatmeal.  “I’ll leave the phone right by you.  If anything happens, you dial 911, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   He tries to kiss me on the lips, but I turn so he kisses my cheek again.  He pats my white hair and then he’s gone, to leave me to nap on the couch.
 
   ***
 
   I hear footsteps in the foyer.  I don’t open my eyes, not until I hear a girl’s voice say, “Mrs. Macintosh?”  The girl puts a hand on my back and gives me a little shake, maybe to see if I’m dead.
 
   I open my eyes and see a girl of seventeen or so.  She’s gorgeous, far more so than I used to be, with a cheerleader’s body and long, golden hair.  She wears a schoolgirl’s outfit like I used to wear, though I think hers must be real.  Her pink lips curl into a smile.  “You are Stacey Macintosh?”
 
   “That’s right, dear,” I say.  I feel entitled to use Tess’s old womanly language now.  “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m a friend of Darren,” she says.
 
   “Darren’s not here.”
 
   “I see.  We were working on a project together and—”
 
   “Darren’s not in school.  It’s summer.”
 
   “It’s not for school,” she says.  “It’s for—”
 
   “Who are you really?  What are you selling, young lady?  And how did you get in here?  I’ll have you know my husband will be back any minute.”
 
   The girl’s smile widens.  She bends down the way Mac did so she can look me in the eye.  “In that case, Fischer, I’m going to make this quick.”
 
   “What did you call me?”
 
   “Isn’t it funny how we ended up?  You an old Chinese cunt and me a hot little piece of ass.  I hope this shit doesn’t make me look like that.”
 
   I squint at the girl.  Like with Dr. Palmer in the hospital, there’s nothing left physically to identify this person.  Still, I know who it is.  “Vollmer.”
 
   “That’s right, Fischer.  You’ve still got that old detective’s nose, though it’s a lot smaller now.”  Vollmer pinches my nose and makes a honking noise.  “I have to say I didn’t get why you would want to go around as a cunt, but I’m starting to get it.  The way these guys look at me now, all I have to do is give them a wink or a smile and they’ll do anything I ask.”
 
   “Including murder?”
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Fischer.  I’d never take any help with that.  I like the hands-on approach.”  With that she wraps her hands around my neck.  Those hands are much daintier than before, but in my present condition it doesn’t take much to choke the life out of me.  I do what little I can to fight back.  All I accomplish is to fall on the floor, where I flop around like a fish out of water while Vollmer continues to strangle me.
 
   I look in her eyes as I die.  So it was Vollmer who pulled off the Lennox job.  He—now she—is the one who killed Palmer’s staff and turned the doctor into a toddler.  Not to mention all the other people he/she has killed since he broke out of prison.  And now there’s one more to add to the list.
 
   The world around me fades to black.  Vollmer’s smirk is the last thing I see before I slip away.
 
   


  
 



Part 3
 
   Resurrection
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Once again I find myself looking down on myself.  My wrinkled face has turned purple from a lack of oxygen.  My body lies stiff on the carpet, no sign of breathing.  I can’t smell, but I’m sure there’s a nasty mess in my diaper.
 
   Vollmer is nowhere to be found.  She probably lit out as soon as I stopped breathing.  It’ll be impossible for the police to catch up with her since they think the culprit is a middle-aged man with a shaved head, not a blond teenage girl.  And if she still has a stash of FY-1978, she could always change her appearance again, though God only knows what it would do to her.
 
   I look down and see my hair is silver and my face a little less wrinkled, though just as purple.  I wish I could drift closer to get a better look, but all I can do is float up by the ceiling and watch myself get younger.
 
   A little younger, anyway.  My hair goes from silver to dull gray and then a few spots of brown creep into it.  As it does, it shortens all around; my bangs erode into a widow’s peak while in the back it’s only an inch or two long.  My face still has forehead creases, crow’s feet, and laugh lines, but at least they aren’t so deep.
 
   It’s not over yet.  My eyes start to change, back to their old Caucasian shape.  My nose gets longer and puffier, the end of it bulbous and red.  My jaw widens to turn square with salt-and-pepper stubble along it.  My jowls go slack and sag into a hint of double chin.
 
   The rest of my body follows suit with my face.  My torso turns longer and wider.  The weight from my breasts heads south to form a potbelly that droops over my waist.  My arms and legs turn longer and more muscular.  My feet just about double in size and width.  Then of course my vagina closes up and a penis pushes out between my legs again.  At least this time it’s full size.  I can at least die looking like a real man.
 
   Except I’m not going to die, not yet.  The next thing I know, something pulls me down, towards my old body.  Part of me wants to fight it, to just let me die at last, but there’s nothing I can do about it.  I’m drawn down closer and closer, until I can see the individual pores on my face.  There’s a flash of red as I sink into my body.
 
   Then I gasp for air.  I wheeze as I struggle to breathe.  The wheezing gradually turns to coughing, a terrible cough that has me roll over into a squatting position.  And yet second by second air gets into my lungs.  I’m coming back to life.
 
   ***
 
   After a few minutes I sit up.  Just like last time, the problem is that I’m naked.  Five years ago my body shrank and my clothes disappeared in the harbor.  This time like the Incredible Hulk I’ve shredded my clothes.  Not even the diaper fits me anymore.
 
   I lurch to my feet and then stagger to the stairs.  I have to hold onto the walls like I’m an old lady, only now it’s because my legs are longer than I’m used to.  The stairs present an even greater challenge.  I have to take them one at a time, while I cling to the guardrail.  Too bad Mac isn’t here to carry me, but I’m much too heavy for that anyway.
 
   By the time I make it to the top I need to catch my breath again.  I’m still weakened from the strangling and the change, plus over thirty-five years of smoking.  After a couple of minutes, I scramble to my feet and then make my way into the bedroom.
 
   Mac’s clothes won’t fit me.  And I know Stacey’s clothes won’t fit either.  I find Mac’s running shorts and sweatshirt.  The sweatshirt doesn’t fit over my gut and the running shorts look more like briefs on me, but at least I’m somewhat covered.  I slip into Mac’s sandals; my toes and heels hang out of either end.  It might keep my feet from getting cut up when I leave here.
 
   As much as I might want to, I can’t stay.  Mac’s been a good sport to care for me as an old woman, but this is too much.  I’m not ready to talk to him now anyway.  I know what he’d say about hiding from him, but those vows only applied to Stacey Chance, not Steve Fischer.
 
   I’m a little spryer when I go downstairs.  My purse is by the lamp in the living room, where Mac left it in case I fell and couldn’t get up.  I’m out of the house when I take out my phone and call up Jake’s number.  “Jake, it’s me.  I need to see you.  Meet me at Rosie’s as soon as you can.”
 
   On the train, I try to pry Mac’s ring off my finger.  At least my big fat ring finger didn’t bend the thing out of shape.  It’s just really, really tight.  With a lot of effort the ring finally comes off.  I discreetly drop it into my purse so I can give it back to Mac later.  He can give it to another girl, one who deserves him.
 
   Rosie still works the counter of the coffee shop.  Her eyes narrow behind her glasses as I approach in my tight clothes with the purse tucked under my arm.  “Just a coffee,” I say.  “Black.”
 
   “You look like someone I used to know.”
 
   “I just got that kind of face.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  
 
   She watches me even after I sit in the booth where Jake and I used to meet for breakfast.  I haven’t sat in this booth since I first became Stacey and asked Jake to meet me here.  There’s new vinyl on the seat, to eliminate the groove my ass had worn into the old seat.  It might take me a while to carve out a new one.
 
   As I sip my coffee, I try to think.  The best thing to do right now is hide out with Jake and Tess until I can decide what to do next.  I check my phone in case Jake has left a message.  I check the time too.  Where the hell is he?
 
   I get two refills while I wait.  Rosie checks me out from time to time as she tries to decide if I’m Steve Fischer.  I think about going over there to explain things, but she wouldn’t believe me.  Jake is the only one who will.  Mac might too since he does know about my past, but I can’t have that conversation with him yet.
 
   Two hours after I called, I see Jake come through the door.  He scans the counter first and then turns to look my way.  Jake would never run to me like in a romantic movie, but he does hustle over at a brisk walk.  He slides into the booth and then asks in a low voice, “Steve?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me.”
 
   “How the hell did that happen?”
 
   I shrug.  Don’t ask me how this FY-1978 shit works.  That was Dr. Palmer’s area.  Now I guess it’d be up to Dr. Nath to explain it.  “Vollmer got me,” I say.  “Walked right into the house and strangled me on the couch.  Then I changed back to this.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”  Jake shakes his head.  “But it is really you?  You remember everything?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember everything.  All that time I was Stacey, living in your house.  Speaking of which—”
 
   “Of course you can stay with us.  It’s going to be hell trying to explain it to Tess, though.”
 
   Jake looks over his shoulder.  Rosie stares at us again.  “She know anything?”
 
   “She suspects, but she doesn’t know,” I say.  “Look, can we get out of here?  I feel really conspicuous right now.”
 
   “Sure, but are you sure you don’t want to go back to your husband’s place?”
 
   “He’s not my husband.  He was Stacey’s husband.  I can’t deal with that shit right now.  I need to get some goddamned sleep first.”
 
   Jake pays for my coffee and leaves a good tip.  Maybe that will keep Rosie from bothering us.  It doesn’t.  “He a friend of yours?” she asks Jake.
 
   “Yeah, we’re old friends,” Jake says.
 
   “He looks a lot like Steve.”
 
   “I guess he does.”
 
   “Who’s Steve?” I ask.
 
   “Someone I used to work with,” Jake says.  “He’s been dead for a while.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   A customer comes in, which saves us from any more playacting.  We slip out to the Fairlane; I drop gratefully onto the passenger’s seat.  Once we’re both buckled in, Jake lights a cigarette.  “Give me one of those, won’t you?” I say.
 
   He hands me the lit cigarette.  I take a puff off it and sigh.  Just like riding a bike.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   On the way back to Jake’s house, I give him the details about what happened to me.  “Vollmer pulled off that robbery at Lennox?” he asks.
 
   “Apparently.  Stole the FY-1978 and used it on himself too.  That’s why you haven’t gotten any closer to him.  You’re still looking for a man and he’s a teenage girl.”
 
   “Christ,” Jake says.  “How the hell am I supposed to explain that to the captain?”
 
   “Don’t.  Just say you need to find her for questioning in connection to the robbery.”
 
   “Sure and I’m going to put an APB out on a teenage blond girl with blue eyes and pale skin.  There’s only about a half-million girls in this city who answer to that.”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t get any fingerprints while she was strangling me.”
 
   “Did she have any distinguishing features?  A mole or tattoo or something we could use?”
 
   “Not that I can remember.  But again I was a little busy at the time.”
 
   “How did she get into your house anyway?  Didn’t Dr. Dreamboat lock the door?”
 
   “I’m sure he did, but you know Vollmer can break a lock.  Even as a girl it’s not that hard.”
 
   “You know, it’s possible your husband is going to report a break-in and kidnapping.”
 
   “Mac isn’t going to say anything.  What’s he supposed to tell the cops:  someone kidnapped his eighty-year-old wife who used to be a twenty-three-year-old girl?  He might come to you, but he’s not going to dial 911.”
 
   “And what am I supposed to tell him?”
 
   “Go over and dust for prints and stuff.  Tell him you’ll look into it.  Just buy me some goddamned time to figure this out, all right?”
 
   “Sure.”  Under his breath, he grumbles, “I’m starting to miss Stacey already.”
 
   So am I.
 
   We get to Jake’s house about a half-hour later.  Tess is there to greet us at the door.  Her face goes slack as she sees me.  “Steven?  Is that you?”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “But you were…”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Yes.  I went to the funeral.”
 
   “Let’s talk inside,” Jake says.
 
   We sit down on the couch, though I would just as soon go upstairs to lie down for a while.  Coming back from the grave really tires me out.  Tess sits across me and studies my face.  Maybe she wants to see if it’s a mask.
 
   I decide to pull the Band-Aid off as quick as possible.  “I wasn’t really dead before.  I was living right here, with you and Jake.  As Stacey Chance.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “Remember that drug Dr. Ling shot Maddy and I up with?”
 
   “Yes, but Stacey isn’t Chinese, or at least she wasn’t at first.”
 
   “The original drug didn’t have Chinese DNA in it, so it didn’t do that to me.  It just turned me into a girl.”  While Tess listens and kneads her hands, I tell her about the robbery at Lennox Pharmaceuticals, Artie Luther injecting me with the needle, and then me waking up as Stacey.  “I’m sorry about lying to you, but Jake and I thought it would be best to leave that out.”
 
   She turns to her husband.  “You don’t trust me?  Is that it, Jacob?”
 
   “We thought it would be safer for you not to know anything,” Jake says.
 
   “And you went on lying to me for five years?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tess.  Really, I am.  But you have to know I did love you like my aunt and my grandma.”
 
   Tess doesn’t say anything to this.  Jake tries to take her hand, but she pulls it away from him.  “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he says.  “It was for your own good.”
 
   “For your own good, you mean.”
 
   “Teresa, please—”
 
   “What are you going to tell that poor man?” she asks.  “He’s already called here three times looking for Stacey.”
 
   “Tell him you don’t know anything,” Jake says.  He clears his throat.  “Steve’s going to need a place to stay until we can get things figured out.”
 
   “Of course Steven can stay here, but don’t expect me to participate in your cover-up.”  With that she gets up and goes upstairs.  We hear the bedroom door slam a couple of minutes later.
 
   “She’s really pissed,” I say.
 
   “No kidding.  Looks like I’m sleeping on the couch tonight.”
 
   “I can take the couch.  You can have my old bed.”
 
   “I’d rather you stay out of sight as much as possible,” Jake says.  “I imagine your husband is going to be paying us a visit soon enough.”
 
   “He’s not my husband.”  I get up and march up the stairs as indignantly as Tess.  I slam my bedroom door closed and then collapse on the bed to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   When I wake up later, I hear the door creak.  I figure it must be Jake to drop off some clothes or something.  Then I hear Maddy’s voice call out, “I’ll just be a second, Grandma.  I forgot my—”  Her sentence ends with a scream as she turns the light on.  “Daddy?”
 
   “No, I’m not your father,” I say.
 
   “Then who are you?”
 
   “An old friend of the family.”
 
   Maddy’s a smart cookie, smart enough to close the door and lock it before Jake or Tess can hurry in here to interfere.  Tears sparkle in her eyes.  “You are him.  You’re my father.”
 
   “I’m not your father, kid.  You got the wrong guy.”
 
   “You don’t think I know what he looks like?  What he sounds like?”
 
   “Well you’re wrong.”
 
   She greets me about the way I always figured she would:  she slaps me across the face hard enough to turn my head sixty degrees.  “You son of a bitch!  I thought you were dead.  You were hiding all this time, weren’t you?  Playing dead somewhere, right?”
 
   “I was hiding.  In plain sight.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I know it’s going to sound crazy, but I was Stacey.  All that time, I was her.”
 
   Someone pounds on the door and then I hear Jake shout, “What the hell is going on in there?  Madison, open this door right now.”
 
   “I’m just talking to your friend in here,” Maddy says with a sneer.  To me she says, “You really expect me to believe you’re Stacey?  She’s nothing like you.  She’s nice and sweet and shy.  She’s my best friend.”
 
   “It was me, Madison.  Go on and ask me something only she would know.”
 
   “OK, where did Stacey and I first meet?”
 
   “At the Krappy Koffee.  I ordered a couple of cappuccinos for Tess and me.  You asked if my clothes came from Grace’s.  You asked me to share my discount with you.”
 
   She slaps me again.  And again.  I don’t do anything to stop her.  It’s what I deserve.  “You son of a bitch!” she shouts as she hits me.  When she tires herself out, she collapses against me and sobs.  I pat her back, which only makes her angrier.  “Don’t touch me!”
 
   “Madison, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   “Then what did you mean to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Everything just happened.  I didn’t seek you or Grace out—”
 
   She slaps me again.  “You slept with Grace.  You slept with my girlfriend.  You selfish son of a bitch.  It wasn’t enough for you to ruin my life when you were a man, you tried to do it when you were a woman too.”
 
   “Maddy, please—”
 
   “I hate you!  I don’t care who you are; I never want to see you again!”  she gives me one last slap; this time she gets her nails in it to leave marks on my cheek.  Then she turns on her heel and unlocks the door.  With every ounce of her weight, she bulls past Jake to stomp down the stairs.
 
   If I were still a woman I’d be sobbing right now.  Instead I look down at the floor.  Jake sits next to me and pats my shoulder.  “I’m sorry, Steve.  I didn’t hear her come in.”
 
   “No, it was going to happen eventually.  Might as well be now.”
 
   “She’ll calm down.  She just needs time.”
 
   “She might calm down, but she’ll still hate me.  Why shouldn’t she?  I was a lousy father.  An even lousier father as her best friend.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “Just leave me alone.  I’ll handle it.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Jake says.  I lie back down on the bed; I hope I’ll wake up and this will all be a bad dream.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   A couple days later, Tess is still mad at me.  She’s too good to let me subsist on cereal or microwave meals forever, though.  I come down to breakfast to find a stack of pancakes on the table.  She appears a moment later with a pot of coffee.  “Have a seat,” she says, without any warmth or her customary ‘dear’ at the end of it.
 
   I wait until she’s finished with the scalding-hot coffee before I say, “We need to talk about this, Tess.  How long are you going to be mad at me?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Perhaps for the next five years.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.  I didn’t think you would believe me.”
 
   “But Jacob would, right?”
 
   “He didn’t, not without a lot of convincing.  He even had them test my blood at the lab.”
 
   “And yet no one told me anything.”
 
   “I figured it’d be better that way.  You had already accepted me as Stacey.  You gave me Jenny’s room and let me use her clothes.  You helped me through that time of the month—”
 
   “I would have done all those things if you had told me the truth as well.”
 
   “I’m sure you would have.”
 
   “Then why make a fool out of me?”
 
   I sigh and shake my head.  It’s not easy to say, “I figured you liked me better as Stacey.  I didn’t think you ever really liked me as Steve.  You thought I was a bad influence on your husband.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.”
 
   “Is it?  We were never very close, not the way we were when I was a girl.”
 
   “I always considered you a friend, Steven.  I appreciated how supportive you were during Jennifer’s illness.  And how you gave Jacob someone he could confide in.”
 
   “But it was different with Stacey.  You didn’t hug me and kiss me and bake plates of cookies for me before.”
 
   “Is that what you wanted me to do for you, Steven?  I could go make you some cookies right now.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.”  It’s hard not to curse or look for a cigarette to light; Tess doesn’t like either of those habits.  “I really made a mess of it, didn’t I?”
 
   “It was a difficult time.  I suppose I shouldn’t hold it against you or Jacob for doing what you thought was right.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   We don’t hug or kiss on the cheek or anything, but she does pour me another cup of coffee.  I take that as a sign of progress.
 
   ***
 
   Dressed in one of Jake’s suits and with my money and other important things in my pockets, I get on a train to go into the city.  Tess and I might be on the mend, but there is someone else I need to deal with.  I’ve put it off long enough.
 
   Maybe I’m a coward, but I go to see Mac at his office.  I figure it’ll be easier there, in a semi-public place.  It’ll be harder for him to flip out or to wring my neck.  Not that I really expect him to do either of those.  Still, it’s better not to take chances.
 
   Jamie is in the waiting room with her brother Caleb.  She doesn’t pay me any attention as I go up to the receptionist.  “Hi,” I say.  “Can you tell Dr. Macintosh Steve Fischer would like to see him as soon as possible?”
 
   “Do you have an appointment?”
 
   “No, I’m just an old friend.  Thought I’d stop by to say hello.”
 
   The receptionist stares at me for a moment, as if to figure out if I would really be a friend of Mac’s.  I don’t look like the sort of guy he would hang out with, not in my rumpled suit and with two day’s growth of beard.  She does finally pick up the phone.  She speaks quietly into the receiver so I can’t hear her.  After she hangs up, she says, “Dr. Macintosh will see you in a few minutes, if you’ll have a seat.”
 
   I sit down across from Jamie and her brother.  Jamie looks up from her phone once, but doesn’t pay me any attention.  There’s no reason she should.  The last time she saw me, I was a half-Chinese eighteen-year-old girl.  Before that she knew me as a ten-year-old Chinese girl.  There’s no reason for her to think this old white guy across from her is the same person.
 
   Jamie is still on the phone when the receptionist asks me to step into the office.  I’m not sure what Mac will do when he sees me.  He might run into my arms or he might take a swing at me.  Instead, he does nothing.  He plays it cool and motions me to sit in one of the white armchairs he uses for patients.  The chair feels a lot smaller than before, a lot smaller than when I was a ten-year-old girl whose feet couldn’t touch the floor.
 
   He carries a folder with him.  He opens it up and looks at something inside.  “So, you’re Detective Steve Fischer?” he asks.  He holds up the clipping of my obituary, which features a picture of me in my dress uniform.
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   “And what about Stacey?  What happened to her?”
 
   “She’s gone now.”
 
   “How did it happen?”
 
   I tell Mac about how the Skinhead Strangler appeared in our living room and strangled me, followed by my turning back into a man.  Mac shows no reaction as he listens to this cockamamie story.  When I finish, he asks, “Why did you run away?”
 
   “I needed some time to think things over.”
 
   “Did you think I wouldn’t believe you or that I wouldn’t accept you?”
 
   “A little of both.”
 
   “I know your history.  I would have believed you.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe you would have.”
 
   “And you thought I wouldn’t accept you?”
 
   “You have to admit it’s a little weird that your wife looks like this.”
 
   “So you ran away?”
 
   “I decided to lie low for a while with Jake and Tess.”
 
   “Did they accept you?”
 
   “Tess needed a couple of days.  She was kind of pissed at me for not telling her sooner.”
 
   “Do you think her emotions were valid?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “And did Jake accept you?”
 
   “Yeah.  It’s pretty much been like old times.”
 
   “I see.  Have you told anyone else yet?”
 
   “Madison found out.  She stopped by and went up to the bedroom and I was sleeping in her bed, just like Goldilocks.”
 
   “How did she react?”
 
   I turn my left cheek so he can get a better view of the pink marks her fingernails left behind.  “Not too well.  She slapped the shit out of me and then she screamed she hates me and never wants to see me again.  So, yeah, it could have gone better.”  I hold up a hand before Mac can say anything.  “I think it was perfectly valid of her.  I’ve been a real shit to her for seventeen years now.  The poor kid deserves better.”
 
   “You haven’t talked to her since then?”
 
   “No.  She needs some time to cool off.  And I need some time to think about what the hell I can say to her.”
 
   “I understand.  Perhaps you should say how much you love her.”
 
   “She won’t care about that.  I abandoned her for twelve years and then I lied to her and on top of it I slept with her girlfriend.  I’m pretty much batting a thousand for Shittiest Father of the Century.”
 
   “But you do care about Madison.  In time she’ll realize that.  You’ll have to be patient and persistent.”
 
   “I’m not sure my face can handle the persistent part.”
 
   Mac nods.  He doesn’t have a pen to write anything down or else I’m sure he would.  “If I gave you the mirror right now, who would you see?”
 
   “A broken-down failure.  A real shit of a father and a husband.  A guy who’s lost the best things in his life twice now.”
 
   “Do you think you’ve lost me?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mac, but we can’t be together.  Not like that anymore.”
 
   “You don’t feel the same about me?”
 
   “No, I don’t feel the same.  You’re a guy.  I’m a guy.  Maybe we could go watch a game or something, have a few drinks and some laughs.  That’s it.”
 
   “You were willing to be a lesbian, but not a gay man?”
 
   “Stacey was willing to be a lesbian.  That was before she figured out who she was.  Steve already knows who he is.”
 
   “Does he?”
 
   “He does.”
 
   “And who is that?”
 
   “He’s a cop,” I say and stand up.  “And right now there’s a killer on the loose.”
 
   I get to my feet.  In lieu of shaking Mac’s hand, I press an envelope into it—his grandmother’s ring.  “You were right, Mac.  We ended up like Romeo & Juliet.”
 
   Then I’m out the door, my old life left behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   I decide to start my investigation at St. Vincent’s.  The problem will be to get into Dr. Palmer’s room.  I solve that problem by finding a set of scrubs on a counter.  I change into the scrubs in a bathroom and leave my suit in a pile in the corner for later.
 
   The cop on duty looks up from a newspaper at me.  “Just going to check on her,” I say.
 
   “You a doctor?”
 
   “Nurse,” I say.  “About time to empty her bedpan, you know?”
 
   “Better you than me, friend.”  The cop looks back at his paper.  I can’t blame him for not being too alert; it has been over ten days since Dr. Palmer was brought in.  Anyone who wished her ill would probably have done it by now.
 
   I get into the room to see Dr. Palmer has gotten older since I last saw her.  She’s a little girl of six or seven now; corn silk hair hangs to almost her waist.  She’s skinnier as well, all knees and elbows as they say.  
 
   I brush some of the blond hair away from her face.  Her cheeks are still covered in freckles that make her look even more adorable.  “It’ll be all right, Doc,” I whisper.  “We’ll find a way to fix this.”
 
   There’s not much I can do to help her right now.  All I can do is go to the closet.  On the top shelf is a box that contains the items she was brought here with.  I’m sure Jake has already looked through everything.  I paw through Dr. Palmer’s personal effects anyway:  the clothes that are too big for her, the makeup she can’t wear yet, and the tampons she doesn’t need.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  I had hoped Vollmer might have left something to help me find her.
 
   From her purse I take her keys.  There might be something in her apartment that’s helpful.  I don’t know what, but I need to start somewhere.  And I could use somewhere to hide out, somewhere Maddy won’t show up.
 
   I’m about to open the door to leave when I hear Dr. Palmer whisper, “Wait.”
 
   I turn to her bed and smile.  “Hi,” I say.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Thirsty.”
 
   “You should be.  You’ve been sleeping for a while.”  I hope I don’t have too much of that condescension in my voice, like Dr. Nath when I woke up as a toddler.  I go over to beside her bed and pour a glass of water.  She’s too weak to move, so I hold the cup to her lips.  She drinks it all in one long pull.  “Better?”
 
   “A little.”  She tries to sit up, but can’t.  “Can you help me up?”
 
   “Sure.”  I push a button to adjust the bed so she’s in more of a sitting position.  She manages to lower her head a little.  Her pale cheeks start to turn red.  I put a hand to her head and stroke her hair.  “It’s all right.  You’re going to be fine.”
 
   “I’m a kid,” she says.  “Aren’t I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “I don’t really know—”
 
   “Please, you got to tell me,” she says.  Her blue eyes start to tear up.
 
   “Six,” I say.  “Maybe seven.  Too bad we don’t have the monitor to know for sure.”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “It’s me, Doc.  Steve Fischer.”
 
   “Stacey?”
 
   “She’s gone now.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She died.  Then I turned back into this.”
 
   “Maybe you should kill me then.”
 
   “Don’t even joke about that.”
 
   “Maybe I’m not joking.”
 
   “Look, Doc—”
 
   “Clarita.  It’s just Clarita now.  I’m not a doctor.”
 
   “Clarita, you’re going to get better, OK?  I’ve been through it often enough to know.  And hey, Jake and I talked to Dr. Nath.  Lennox hired her back to work on the formula.”
 
   “But how?  It was all gone.  He took everything.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A man, about as old as you, only he had a shaved head and a lot of swastika tattoos on his arms.  He wanted the code to open the vault.  When I wouldn’t give it, he shot two of my assistants.”
 
   Tears dribble down her cheeks.  I wipe them away for her.  “You don’t have to tell me the rest if you don’t want to.”
 
   “I can do it,” she says.  “I gave him the password.  I opened the vault.  He took everything:  the crate of serum, the notes, everything.”
 
   “Then he shot the rest of your staff, didn’t he?”
 
   “Yes.  I thought he would shoot me too, but he didn’t.  He opened the case of serum.  He took one syringe out.  ‘Have a taste of your own medicine, Doc,’ he said.  Then he jabbed it into my neck.”
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “Yes.  I blacked out.”  She cries silently for a minute before she asks, “Do you have a mirror?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t.”
 
   “Isn’t there anything shiny?  I want to know what he did to me.”
 
   About the only shiny thing I can see is the bedpan.  I hand that to her.  She stares at her reflection in it.  Then she holds up one hand and stares at it for a moment.  She touches her cheek, moves the hand up to stroke her hair, and pushes it forward.
 
   “Oh no,” she says.  
 
   “It’ll be all right, Clarita.  Dr. Nath can find a way to change you back.”
 
   “How did she get the formula?”
 
   “She had a copy of the original.  Her aunt left it to her.”
 
   I feel bad about lying to a little girl, even if she is a middle-aged woman inside.  She’s probably too tired at the moment to see through the lie.  She rolls over in bed and faces away from me.
 
   “Come on, Clarita, think of what you said when I woke up as a little girl.  You tried to give me hope, didn’t you?”
 
   “Lot of good it did.”
 
   “Let’s try to stay positive,” I say.  “Maybe we won’t need her to do anything.  Maybe you’ll change back on your own.”
 
   “Into a blond white girl,” she grumbles.  “How am I going to explain that?”
 
   “Most people won’t care.  They’ll be glad to have you back.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “I’d better call your doctor.  And Jake.  I’m sure he’ll have some questions for you.”
 
   “I don’t wanna see him.  I don’t wanna see anyone.  I wanna go home.”
 
   “Clarita, you can’t go home.  You’re not well.”
 
   She rolls over to face me.  “I don’t want a bunch of people poking and prodding me.  Can’t you take me home?  Pwease?”
 
   “You’re not fooling me with that lisp,” I say.  “Jake would kill me if I took you out of here without saying anything.”
 
   “At least take me to a different hospital.  I know so many people here.  I don’t want them to see me like this.  I don’t want them pinching my cheeks and saying how cute I am.”  She gives a little sob for emphasis.  “You know how it is, Steve.  Help me.”
 
   I think about it for a minute.  I know it’s wrong, but she’s right:  I do know how it is.  That’s the reason I ran away from Mac and tried to hide from Maddy.  I can’t blame Dr. Palmer—Clarita—if she wants to do the same.  “All right,” I say.  “We’ll find a way to get you out of here.”
 
   ***
 
   The first part of my clever scheme is to fetch Clarita’s blouse from the closet.  It comes all the way down to her knees now.  That should be good enough to cover her up.  Then I open the door and poke my head out.  “Hey buddy,” I say.  “Can you get someone?  The kid is making a real mess in here.”  I have Clarita make some retching sounds.  She’s convincing enough that the cop makes a disgusted face.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll go get someone,” he says.
 
   Clarita isn’t strong enough to get out of bed on her own, so I carry her.  There’s a gurney outside the room I can set her on.  I drape a cover over her entire body.  I push the gurney down the hallway as fast as I can without drawing any attention.
 
   “You all right?” I ask her.
 
   “I’m fine,” she whispers.
 
   I have to stop at the bathroom where I left my clothes.  Not so much for the clothes—though I’m sure Jake would like those back—but for the money in the clothes.  We’ll need that to get a cab out of here.
 
   There’s an announcement over the loudspeakers, a code something or other.  I assume that’s for us.  I push the gurney into an elevator.  There are a couple of doctors and nurses in there.  They don’t pay any attention to us.
 
   We make it out of the hospital and into a cab without any trouble.  Clarita continues to sleep on the cab ride back to her apartment.  I watch her and try to see if she’s growing.  If she is, it’s too subtle for me to notice.  Again I question the wisdom of taking her out of the hospital.  Jake will be pissed at me.  He could bring me up on charges.  It won’t matter that she begged me to do it, especially now that she’s a minor and I’m an adult.  But Jake doesn’t understand what it’s like to wake up as a child while still an adult inside.  Only Maddy and I know what that feels like.  Nothing can make the pain vanish, but some familiar surroundings might ease the discomfort a little.  At least she won’t have so many people gaping at her.
 
   I carry her from the cab.  She’s still asleep even as I approach her door. I fumble around in my pocket for the keys I took from the closet.  Once I get the door unlocked, I push the door open.  Clarita stirs in my arms.  “Are we here?”
 
   “We’re here,” I say.  “You got to go potty?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you thirsty?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “I’ll put you to bed and then bring you some water.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   The bed is much too big for her now, but she doesn’t notice.  As soon as I set her down, she burrows into the pillows until she lets out a contented sigh.  I leave her there to fetch a glass of water, which I set on the nightstand.  She looks so angelic as she sleeps.
 
   I kiss her forehead before I slip out of the room.
 
   ***
 
   A few hours later I listen to her CDs again while I wait for her to wake up.  It might not be a while.  That kind of change takes a lot out of you.  It’ll only get worse once she starts to go through her second teething process.  I’ve endured that twice now and it’s not any fun.  Then if she gets to eleven or twelve there’s that second first period to look forward to.  I know how bad those can be too.  So for now I let her sleep.
 
   I just about fall off the couch when I hear someone knock.  I look around for a weapon, but the cops took the Taser out of Clarita’s purse.  Maybe I could find a knife in the kitchen, but I wait.  It’s probably a neighbor who wants to borrow sugar or some shit like that.
 
   There’s a harder knock on the door.  Then I hear Jake’s voice shout, “I know you’re in there, you son of a bitch!  Open the fucking door!”
 
   I scramble off the couch and rush for the door as fast as I can before he can wake Clarita up.  I take the locks off and then throw the door open.  Before Jake can say anything, I shove him hard enough that he stumbles backwards into the opposite wall.  I shut Clarita’s door quietly.  I turn to find Jake ready to tackle me like a linebacker.
 
   He’s been drinking recently; his reflexes are slowed.  I sidestep him and then wrestle him down to the floor.  As Stacey I wouldn’t have a chance in Hell to keep him down, but Steve’s body is big and heavy enough to pin him.  “Settle down,” I tell him. I put him in a headlock.
 
   “Where is she?” Jake asks from my armpit.
 
   “In her room.  Sleeping.”
 
   “You realize what you’ve done?  I could arrest you.”
 
   “You’re not arresting anyone.”
 
   “As soon as you let me go, I’m putting the cuffs on you.”
 
   “You’re not going to do that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “If you were going to do that you would have done it years ago.”
 
   I finally let him go and drop him to the floor.  I let him catch his breath and stretch his muscles after our one-sided fight.  He could pull his gun now, but I know he won’t.  Jake is my partner—or was.  We’ve been through too much for it to end like that.
 
   “The captain is going to have my ass if he finds out.”
 
   “He’s going to have your ass if he gets a whiff of you,” I say.
 
   “You’re a fine one to talk about that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not letting you take Clarita anywhere.”
 
   “So it’s Clarita now?  You two getting cozy?”
 
   “She’s a child.  Six or seven at most.”
 
   “Then you should have left her at the hospital.”
 
   “What are they going to do for her there?  No one can do anything, except maybe Dr. Nath.”
 
   “What are you going to do here then?”
 
   “Try to make her comfortable.  That’s about all you can do.”  I fix Jake with a stare.  “Trust me.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.”  He gets to his feet; I follow him up to make sure he can’t go inside.  “What am I supposed to tell the captain about this?”
 
   “Get Nath to call him.  Say they took Clarita for tests.”
 
   “That’ll go over well.”
 
   “Better than saying a dead man kidnapped her.”
 
   “Christ,” Jake spits.  “I don’t know how I get wrapped up in this shit.”
 
   “Just lucky.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?”
 
   “Stay here and look after her.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “If you and Tess want to be really helpful, she could use some things:  food, clothes, toys, stuff like that.  Then I can stay here with her.  I don’t think she should be alone more than she has to be right now.”
 
   “She had plenty of company at the hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, surrounded by strangers.”  At this point I wish I could ask Jake for a cigarette, but I don’t want to smell like smoke when I get back to Clarita.  “I’m the only one besides Maddy who knows what this feels like.”
 
   “And Vollmer.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe him—her—too.”  I sigh and then ask, “Any leads yet?”
 
   “Not a fucking thing.”
 
   “You want any help?”
 
   “We can handle it.  You babysit the kid.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Jake glares at me.  “I know what that means.  It means you’re going to butt your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   “Probably.  That’s what Steve does, isn’t it?”
 
   “Stacey had a nasty habit of doing that too.”  Jake stares at me for a few moments longer and then sighs.  “Try not to kill anyone, all right?”
 
   “Except Vollmer.”
 
   “Steve—”
 
   “If I get the chance that fucker is going down hard.  Got it?”
 
   “Yeah, I got it.”  When I was Stacey we might hug or something, but he just pats me on the shoulder as he leaves.  “I’ll be back later.  Don’t get in too much trouble.”
 
   “You know me.”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Jake shows up about twelve hours later with a bunch of mine and Maddy’s old clothes from when we were little girls, along with our toys, which includes my stuffed monkey.  Clarita is still asleep when Jake stops by.  She hardly stirs when I slip Pinky into her arms, but like a child she immediately latches on to crush the monkey in a hug.
 
   “She’s so fucking cute,” Jake whispers.
 
   “Don’t let her hear that,” I say.  “That’s the last thing she needs to hear right now.”
 
   I help him get some bags of groceries from the station wagon downstairs.  He got a variety of foods:  cereal, microwave dinners, canned pasta, and even some cookies.  “Try not to eat it all yourself,” he says and slaps my belly.
 
   “She might not be in the mood to eat in a little while,” I say as I think of the inevitable second teething process.
 
   That starts a day later.  At first it’s benign; her front teeth get loose and then start to fall out while she reads a Nancy Drew book Jake brought along with the other stuff.  I keep the teeth in a bowl in the kitchen.  Maybe Dr. Nath will want to study them later.  Or Clarita can keep them as a souvenir, hopefully after she’s become an adult again.
 
   I’m asleep on the couch when I hear her moan.  At times like this I’m glad I don’t need to scramble to find glasses.  When I get into the room, Clarita has Pinky in a death grip and blood dribbles down her chin.  I see two more little white teeth on the sheet.
 
   “I hate thith,” she mutters.  “It’th not fair.”
 
   “I know,” I say.  All I can do is collect the teeth, wipe her chin, and then pat her hand.  “It’ll be over in a day or so.  And just think, then you’ll be older, on your way to being an adult.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  She starts to cry.  Five years ago, Steve would have no idea what to do, but after all that time as a woman, I’ve learned something about empathy.  I put my arm around her and let her lean against me.  “I won’t be an adult again.  Jutht a thtupid kid.”
 
   “You’re not stupid.”
 
   “I let him do thith.  I let him kill thothe people.”
 
   “You didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “I’m not a hero like you.  I’m a coward.”
 
   “I’m not a hero either.  I’m just a stubborn old bully.”
 
   “Are not.”  She gives me a holey, bloody smile.  “You jutht want people to think that.”
 
   I stay in her room that night and sleep on a chair.  It’s hell for my middle-aged back, but I know Clarita will need me.  This will be about as bad as it gets, with a lot of pain and blood.  I wish I could give her something to help her sleep, but I don’t want to mix anything else with FY-1978.  A reaction to anything I give her—even baby aspirin—might do a lot worse than cause her to lose some teeth.
 
   She closes her eyes, but I know she’s not really asleep.  Every now and then she whimpers and spits out another tooth.  I wipe at the vacated hole with some gauze to stem the bleeding a little.  The only times I get up are to fetch more water and gauze.
 
   You’d think to lose all those teeth is the hard part, but it gets worse as the permanent teeth start to come in.  When a wave of pain comes on from her gums, Clarita starts to sob; she hugs Pinky until I’m sure the stuffing will come out.  There’s nothing much I can say at those times, except for her to hang in there; everything will be over soon.  When it is, she’ll be about eight years old, closer to being a young woman.  That’s not of much comfort when she’s in so much agony.
 
   I make tomato soup Jake left us to keep her strength up.  It’s a lot easier for her to slurp down the broth than to eat anything solid right now.  I feed her like a baby; I spoon the soup into her mouth while she cries silently.
 
   “It’s going to be all right,” I tell her for the hundredth time.  “You have to stay positive, remember?  Think about getting bigger, about becoming an adult again.”
 
   “What kind of adult?  Mommy won’t even recognize me.”
 
   “I didn’t know—”
 
   “The thtill liveth in Ecuador,” Clarita says.  “I thee her thometimeth.  When I can.  I won’t be able to anymore.”
 
   “Your mom will know you even if you are blond and white.”
 
   “Nuh-uh.”
 
   “Come on, remember all the stuff you told me?  This isn’t the end of the world.  Even if you don’t get much older right away, it doesn’t have to be a death sentence.  You can start a new life.  I can raise you if no one else will.”
 
   She rolls her eyes at me.  “You were thuch a great dad latht time.  Abandoning Maddy.”
 
   “Fine, maybe I won’t have to raise you.  Tess would be glad to have you.  You got any problems with her?”
 
   “The’th nice.”
 
   “She is.  And she’s a really good mom.  Or grandma.  Or aunt.  Whatever you’d want to go by.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “It’s Jake you got to watch out for.”
 
   We share a rare laugh about that before the next wave of pain kicks in.
 
   ***
 
   Another day goes by before the worst is over.  Clarita’s got a mouth full of permanent teeth now.  If I had a monitor, I’d say she’s about eight years old, still as cute as ever.  With all the excitement over, she’s passed out in bed.  I finally leave the room to give her some privacy.
 
   There’s nothing else to do, so I warm up some Swedish meatballs and turn on Clarita’s laptop.  I haven’t been able to keep up with what’s going on with Vollmer.  Nothing good, I’m sure.  Jake says he can handle it, but I know differently.  I brought the bastard in last time and I’ll do it again this time, even if he is now a teenage girl.  Except this time I won’t let her live.  I’ll give her a taste of her own medicine and strangle the life out of her for all the pain she’s caused to innocent people, including Clarita.  And Stacey Chance.
 
   There have been five more homicides in the last four days.  She’s slowing down.  With the amped-up police presence, including the Feds, Vollmer must be choosing targets more carefully.  No one except Clarita and I can identify Vollmer as a woman, but with so many eyes looking around, she doesn’t want to risk some dope seeing her by accident.
 
   Since I can’t leave just yet, I decide to do something Steve Fischer never would have been able to do five years ago:  I use Google to find information on the new Strangler killings.  
 
   As good as the Internet is at supplying porn and cat videos, it’s not so good with facts.  There are Wikipedia articles written by God only knows who, bits of old research papers, and message boards littered with crackpot theories that range from Vollmer being a government agent to an angel of death sent by God to exact vengeance against the unrighteous.  That’s not what I really need right now; I need the forensics, ballistics, witness testimonies, and so forth.  In other words, the stuff the police have.
 
   I could ask Jake for it, but I already know what he’ll say.  Maybe there’s another way.  I pick up my phone.  It doesn’t come as a surprise to find Maddy’s blocked my number.  I find Clarita’s phone and dial Maddy again.  This time she picks up.  “Dr. Palmer?”
 
   “No,” I say.  “Look, before you hang up—”
 
   “You son of a bitch!  She’s in the hospital and you stole her phone?”
 
   “I’m borrowing it.  Madison, she needs you.”
 
   “Me?  Why does she need me?”
 
   “You’re her friend.”
 
   “Can’t Tess talk to her?”
 
   “Tess doesn’t know what this kind of change is like.  You do.”  I sigh into the receiver.  “Madison, whatever you have against me, do this for Clarita.  Please?”
 
   “Fine.  I can be at the hospital in—”
 
   “She’s not there.  Do you know where Dr. Palmer’s apartment is?”
 
   “No.  Why is she there?”
 
   “She wanted to go home.”
 
   “You broke her out of the hospital?”
 
   “That’s not important right now.  What’s important is you get over here and help her through this.  There’s only so much I can do.”
 
   “Yeah, I know what kind of dad you are.”
 
   That’s the second time in the last day someone’s insulted my parenting.  I know better than to say anything right now.  “I’ll give you the address.  You got something to write it down with?”
 
   She writes down the address and promises to be over in an hour or so.  Then she hangs up before I can say goodbye.  There’s nothing to do now but wait for the shitstorm that will hit once she gets here.
 
   ***
 
   Clarita wakes up before Maddy gets here.  Her teeth and gums are still a little sore, so I just give her some canned pasta that shouldn’t be too hard to chew.  She’s strong enough to get out of bed on her own to use the bathroom, although she takes Pinky with her for company.  That poor little monkey has been through a lot in the last four years.
 
   I hear a knock on the door.  That must be Maddy.  At least I hope it’s her and that she didn’t call the police.  Just to be sure I look through the peephole.  There’s my little girl; she paws the floor like a bull ready to charge.
 
   When I open the door, she brushes past me.  “Where is she?”
 
   “In the bedroom.”
 
   “Nice place she’s got here.”
 
   “She’s not much for furniture,” I say.
 
   “So you’re living here?”
 
   “I’m keeping her company.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “Madison—”
 
   She stomps away from me and goes down the hall.  By the time I get there, Madison is on the floor next to Clarita, who shows Maddy the pictures she’s colored.  “That’s very pretty,” Maddy says.
 
   “I stayed in the lines too,” Clarita says.
 
   “You sure did.”
 
   “You kids want anything?” I ask from the doorway.
 
   “We’re fine,” Maddy snaps.
 
   I know when I’m not wanted, so I retreat down the hall.  I fiddle with Clarita’s laptop for a while to pry out any information that might be useful.  Vollmer has to be lying low somewhere; even vicious killers have to sleep sometime.  If I could just figure out where she’s holed up, I could flush her out, or just snap her neck while she naps on the couch.
 
   After a while, Maddy and Clarita emerge from the bedroom.  Clarita’s long platinum hair is braided and she wears a powder blue dress that gives her a Heidi look.  “Do you like it?” Clarita asks.
 
   “You look very grown up,” I say.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Clarita and I were thinking about going out and doing some shopping.  Maybe get her hair trimmed a little,” Maddy says.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  She’s still changing.”
 
   “Come on, Steve, I’ve been cooped up here for days.  I wanna go out.”
 
   “A few days ago you wanted to come here,” I say.
 
   “Yes, but now I wanna go out.”
 
   “It’ll help her feel normal,” Maddy says.
 
   “It didn’t help you,” I say.  I think of a disastrous trip to Wal-Mart with Tess when Maddy and I were little.
 
   “She can’t stay locked up forever.”
 
   “Fine,” I say with a sigh.  “But we’re not going too far, not today.  We’ll go down to the park, OK?”
 
   “I don’t wanna go to the park.”
 
   Maddy nudges Clarita in the ribs.  “It’ll be fun.  You can play on the swings and the slides and stuff.”
 
   Clarita thinks about it for a moment.  Finally, she nods.  “I guess so.”
 
   We walk with Clarita between Maddy and I.  For one thing that will make sure she doesn’t get away from us and for another it makes sure Maddy and I don’t get too close.  That’s Maddy’s idea, not mine.  I don’t know how long she can stay mad at me; I guess she has a lot of practice after all these years.
 
   There’s a park about three blocks down.  It’s not all that big, but there’s a playground with swings, a slide, a merry-go-round, and a sandbox.  Clarita presses against my leg; I rub her back gently to reassure her.  Maddy pats Clarita’s shoulder.  “Don’t be scared.  It’ll be fun.  Remember what we talked about?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Steve and I will be right here to make sure nothing bad happens.”
 
   “OK.”  She trudges away from us, to make her way over to the swings.  She takes an unoccupied swing at the end of the line while Maddy and I go sit down on a bench to watch her.  Maddy makes sure there’s a good foot between us on the bench.
 
   “What was it you talked about?” I ask.
 
   “I was just telling her she should try to enjoy being a kid again.  It wasn’t so bad when we were kids, was it?”
 
   “Most of the time.”  Once we were free of Dr. Ling and his needles.  I watch as Clarita starts to swing.  At first she’s hardly got any momentum at all.  She turns to some of the other kids, to watch them pump their legs to generate more speed.  As a scientist, it’s probably easy for her to figure out the mechanics of it.  Before long she whizzes through the air, platinum braid trailing behind her.  “She’s starting to have fun.”
 
   “Yeah, she is.”  Maddy sighs.  “She’s so much cuter than we were.  I mean, not because she’s white, but she’s not fat and she doesn’t have glasses or anything.”
 
   “I always thought you were cute.  You still are.”
 
   “God, that sounds so creepy.”
 
   “Can’t a father compliment his daughter?”
 
   “That would be a first.”
 
   “Maddy, I’m sorry about what happened.  What do I have to do to prove it to you?”
 
   “Maybe go eat all the sand in the sandbox for starters.”
 
   I try to use Mac’s psychiatrist voice as I ask, “You think that would really help?”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
   “Madison, be reasonable.  I always loved you.  I still love you.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  That’s why you slept with Grace.  That’s why you didn’t see me for twelve fucking years.  Not even a fucking card.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.  I thought it would be best—”
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m here to help Clarita.”  Maddy turns her head towards the swings, where Clarita still whips back and forth.
 
   “There’s another way I need you to help Clarita,” I say.  This isn’t how I wanted things to go, but I can’t put it off any longer.  “I’m trying to find the bastard who did this to her.  The same bastard who killed me.”
 
   “I should have figured you’d have an ulterior motive.  You selfish son of a bitch.  All you ever care about is yourself.”
 
   “It’s not just me.  Almost twenty people are dead thanks to him—her.”
 
   “Her?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “The Strangler broke into Lennox and injected Clarita with some FY-1978.  Then he used it on himself.  He looks about like she does, only older.  Seventeen or so.  That’s why the police can’t find her.  I need your help to find her.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?  I’m not a detective.”
 
   “You’re a reporter.  You’ve got to have some sources.  Maybe some sources in the police department?”
 
   “I work for a shitty newspaper.  I’m lucky if my paycheck doesn’t bounce.”
 
   “Do you still have a copy of my old notes?  There might be something there that’s helpful.  An old accomplice or hideout where she might be staying.”
 
   Maddy says nothing for a minute.  “All right, I’ll help you.  Only because I want to help Clarita and all those other people.  I could give a shit less what happens to you.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “I’ve got the stuff back home.  I can bring it to you tomorrow.”
 
   “That’ll be fine.”
 
   “And when this is all over, I don’t want to see you ever again.”
 
   “Madison—”
 
   She turns to me, her face red.  From the way her lip trembles, she’s trying very hard not to cry in front of me.  “I want you out of my life completely this time.  Promise me that.”
 
   “I can’t promise something like that.  I’m your dad—”
 
   “You were never my dad.  You were just some guy who showed up once in a while to pick me up from school or soccer.”
 
   As much as I want to dispute that, her description is pretty accurate.  I wasn’t really the touchy-feely type of father.  I was usually out on a case until after Maddy was in bed.  There were months when we saw each other maybe twice.  “All right.  If that’s what you want, when this is over I’ll pack up and move.  I’ve always wanted to see California.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Clarita rushes over to us, her face red, though it’s because she’s out of breath.  “Did you see it?” she says.  “Did you see how high I swung?”
 
   “We sure did, kiddo,” Maddy says.  She tousles Clarita’s hair.  “You were great.”
 
   “I think it’s time you go home, though,” I say.
 
   “I wanna stay,” Clarita whines, just like a normal eight-year-old.
 
   “Let her stay a little longer,” Maddy says.
 
   I look down at my watch.  “Twenty minutes and then we have to get you back home so you can take a nap.”
 
   “OK.”  She surprises me with a kiss on the cheek before she bounds off to the slide.  Maddy watches her too, arms folded across her chest.  I know what she’s thinking:  I’m already more of a father to Clarita than I ever was to my flesh-and-blood daughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   The next day Maddy comes over, armed with reams of paper in a cardboard box.  I try to take the box from her, but she gives me an elbow in the chest for my politeness.  “I don’t need your help,” she snarls.  She drops the box onto the table with a thud.
 
   Without another word, she goes to the bedroom to check on Clarita.  From what I can tell Clarita hasn’t gotten any older.  Since her talk with Maddy, she seems to be enjoying herself more as she does things normal kids do.  It helps that she’s not writhing in pain anymore.
 
   As I start to unpack the box, I hear Clarita chatter excitedly about her dolls to convince Maddy to play with her.  The door closes before I can hear anything else.  That’s fine because at the moment I have work to do.
 
   For hours I go through my interviews with Vollmer’s old classmates, co-workers, and so forth.  They all described him as a loner, aloof but not shy.  His father died when he was little.  It was supposedly an accident, but there was a lot of suspicion that Vollmer’s mother might have taken enough abuse to finally snap.  At the time I bought into that theory.  Now, when I think of that girl strangling me, I wonder if maybe Vollmer hadn’t made his first kill thirty-five years ago.
 
   There’s not much in those interviews that will be helpful now.  Vollmer’s too smart to go back to his old haunts; he knows those are the first places the police will check out.  He was never close enough to any of his classmates or co-workers to ask them for shelter either.  So that’s pretty much a dead end.
 
   There’s another list that’s more important:  his criminal associates.  Maddy’s already gone through this list and jotted down notations.  All of them are dead, in prison, or in nursing homes by now.  I’m about to write it off as a dead end until I see a name at the bottom of the list:  Carl Kovacs.
 
   Kovacs is better known in social circles as the Worm because of his talent for being able to slither into tight spots and for snitching on his associates if things get too hot.  I met him on more than a few occasions to get information.  The last time was in a dark alley by a liquor store, shortly after I became Stacey.  The Worm had told me about Artie Luther and his gang’s plan to rob Lennox Pharmaceuticals and I wanted to know who had told him.  After I scared the shit out of the Worm, I let him slither away.  Turns out he slithered all the way into the state pen—the same state pen where Vollmer was.
 
   My old detective instincts kick in.  Vollmer knew who Stacey Chance was.  He had known about Lennox Pharmaceuticals.  Someone had told him, but Vollmer wasn’t connected enough to have any sources on the outside.  But he and the Worm knew each other.  It doesn’t take much effort to construct a scenario:  someone wanted to shank the Worm for being a snitch, so the Worm asks Vollmer to protect him.  He offers what he knows about me in exchange for protection.  It might not have been enough to tell Vollmer everything, but he’s a smart guy—gal now—he could put the pieces together with a little research.
 
   That means it’s time for me to pay the Worm another visit.  I just hope no one’s finished him off by now.  Without Vollmer to protect him, it wouldn’t be hard for someone to line the Worm up and put a homemade knife in him.
 
   I open Clarita’s door to find her and Maddy playing with Barbie dolls.  Clarita has a blond one that looks a lot like her now while Maddy has a redheaded one I used to use as my avatar.  Clarita has her doll turn around in its pink dress.  “What do you think?  Will this look pretty enough for my date tonight?”
 
   “It looks great,” Maddy says.
 
   “Hey kids,” I say.  “Madison, could you look after Clarita for a few hours?  There’s something I need to do.”
 
   “You’re leaving her to go work, what a shock,” Maddy says.
 
   “Where are you going?” Clarita asks.
 
   “Nowhere you’d want to go, sweetheart.”
 
   “Why not?  Because I’m little?”
 
   “Because it’s not a place for nice people.”
 
   “You mean it’s a bar?” Maddy says.
 
   “Could we talk about it in the hallway?” I say.
 
   “Why?  You think I’m too little to hear it?” Clarita asks and pouts.
 
   “Of course not,” Maddy says.  She pats Clarita’s back.  “It’s just boring stuff.”
 
   “Is not.”
 
   “How about you find a new outfit for Stacey and when I come back you can show me?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” Maddy says.
 
   We go into the living room to talk about it.  I explain the Kovacs connection and my need to get into the state pen to see him.  “How are you going to get in there?” she asks.  “You can’t just flash a badge like you used to.”
 
   “I’ll think of something.”
 
   “I’m sure.”  Maddy looks back towards the bedroom and then at me.  “I can get you in there.  My newspaper is shit, but it’s still a newspaper.  They’ll let me in to talk to him.  I can say you’re my assistant.  Unless you want to stay with Clarita.”
 
   “I need to go,” I say.  “I know how to make him talk.”
 
   “Then what do we do with her?”
 
   “Call Tess.  I’m sure she can do it.”
 
   “It’ll take her probably an hour to get here—two with how she drives.”  Maddy takes her phone out and presses a few buttons.  She holds up a finger to keep me quiet.  “Hi, hon.  Can you do me a little favor?  No it’s nothing like that.  I just need you to do a little babysitting.  A friend of mine.  Her name is Clarita.  She’s a very special little girl.  Not like that.  Jesus.  You remember what happened to me a few years ago?  Same thing happened to her.  No, we’re at her place.  My dad brought her here.  Can you do it or not?  Thanks, hon.  Bye.”
 
   “That was Grace?” I ask.
 
   “Who else would it be?” she snaps.  “She’ll be here in a few minutes.  I just hope she doesn’t get too freaked out when she sees you.”
 
   “It is an adjustment, I suppose.”
 
   “Especially for someone you’ve fucked.”
 
   “Madison—”
 
   “Let’s not talk about it.”  She makes another call, this one to rent us a car so we can go up north.  This would be a lot easier if we let Jake in on it, but he would never let us go up to the prison.  We’ll just have to figure things out on our own.
 
   Once she’s done with the call, Maddy brushes past me to explain things to Clarita.
 
   ***
 
   I answer the door when Grace knocks.  She stares at me for a moment; her mouth goes slack.  Then she summons up the nerve to say, “You must be Madison’s father.”
 
   “That’s right.  Steve Fischer.”
 
   We don’t shake hands or anything.  I just step aside to let her inside.  Grace laughs nervously and then says, “I can see the resemblance.  I mean, to how you looked at first.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “I guess this explains why you were looking in the men’s clothes when I found you.”
 
   “Grace—”
 
   “It’s all right.  Steve or Stacey, it doesn’t matter.  You were right about me and Maddy.  I was making a huge mistake.  Thanks.”  She gives me a hug, though it’s a lot briefer than when I was a girl.  Nothing stirs in my loins either.  Grace is just my friend, or she used to be.  Now we’re just acquaintances. 
 
   Maddy and Clarita emerge from the bedroom.  Clarita wears the blue dress again, her hair in the same braid as yesterday.  She keeps close to Maddy as they enter the living room.  Maddy puts an arm around Clarita’s shoulder.  “Clarita, this is my friend Grace.  She’s a very nice lady who’s going to look after you while I’m gone, OK?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Grace smiles and like Dr. Nath did, her voice takes on a high, condescending pitch.  “Hi Clarita!  Don’t you look pretty today?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “We’re going to have a lot of fun together.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Maddy gives Clarita a hug.  “It’ll be fine, sweetie.  And if you’re good, maybe Steve and I will bring you back some ice cream.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I bend down to look Clarita in the eye.  “It’s going to be fine, kid.  We’ll be back in a couple of hours.  I promise.”
 
   I give her a hug too.  Then we leave her and Grace alone so we can lie our way into prison.
 
   ***
 
   Maddy has to drive since I don’t have a valid license.  I’ll probably have to get some new identification eventually, maybe with another pseudonym.  Obviously I can’t go around as Stacey Chance anymore.  Not Steve Fischer either since he’s supposed to be dead.
 
   Maddy cranks up the radio so we can’t talk to each other.  I had hoped she might have softened a little, but no dice.  It’ll take her a while before she forgives me, if she ever does.  She keeps the radio up until “Fortunate Son” comes on, and then she turns it off.
 
   “Let’s go over this Kovacs thing.”  Maddy shakes her head.  “I can’t believe you told a guy like that what happened to you.”
 
   “I needed his help and I needed him to take me seriously.  You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “You’re right about that.”
 
   “You don’t know how real police work is done.  All you know is from TV and movies.”
 
   “I hope you realize we can’t go in there and break the guy’s nose.”
 
   “I know that.  That’s why we need to stop at a gas station before we get there.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “You’ll see.  Trust me for once, won’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   We stop at a gas station upstate, one of those that’s right off the highway.  Maddy says she has to use the bathroom anyway.  I wait until she’s in the ladies room to go up to the front counter.  “I need a carton of Winstons,” I say.
 
   Maddy sees the package when we get in the car.  “You had me stop so you could stock up on cigarettes?”
 
   “They’re the Worm’s favorite brand,” I say.
 
   “Oh, I see.  You’re going to bribe him.”
 
   “Since I can’t break his nose, this will be the next best thing.”
 
   Maddy nods to me, which I guess is the best compliment I’ll get.  Then we continue to drive north.
 
   ***
 
   I let Maddy lead the way into the prison.  The way she marches in with back straight and head held high, it seems like she does this sort of thing all the time.  She doesn’t even flinch when a guard pats her down to make sure she’s not smuggling any weapons in.
 
   They make a little noise over the carton of cigarettes.  “They’re a gift,” Maddy explains.  “His favorite brand.  I thought it’d help him feel more comfortable.”
 
   She tells the guards I’m her research assistant.  The problem comes when I have to produce some ID.  All I have is Stacey’s ID card.  “Oh shit,” I say.  “My daughter must have switched licenses with me.  Probably so her friends can buy booze.  Fucking kids.”
 
   The guard buys this.  “My kid does that shit too.  Like I won’t notice.”
 
   He gives us guest passes and then lets us inside.  We’re ushered through the layers of security, into the visitor’s room.  Maddy looks over at me and shakes her head.  “I can’t believe he bought that dumb story.”
 
   “They aren’t exactly MENSA scholars around here.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.  He did cop a pretty good feel of my boobs.”
 
   “Too bad he doesn’t realize you’re not into men.”
 
   “I doubt that would matter to him.”  Maddy takes out a notepad and flips it to a blank page.  “I guess I’ll play the good cop since he’s probably going to piss himself when he sees you.”
 
   The Worm doesn’t piss himself, but he comes close.  When the guards usher him into the room, with manacles on his wrists and ankles, his face goes pale.  He gets that same look Grace did when she saw me for the first time.  “You?  But you’re gone.  You were a…a—”
 
   “A cunt?” I finish for him.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He sits down on a chair, his body slack as a rag doll’s.  I can’t hit him, but I can loom over him.  “You’ve been doing some talking about that, haven’t you?” I say.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.  I didn’t say nothing to no one.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  You’re so good about keeping your trap shut.”
 
   Maddy takes this as her cue to intervene.  “Look, Carl, I’m Madison Griffith with the District Discourse.  I want to get your take on the Strangler.  Mr. Fischer said you’d be able to help us.”  Although Madison is a lesbian and hasn’t ever been interested in men, she does a good job to bat her eyelashes at the Worm.  “You can help us, can’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know nothing,” he says to her.  “I swear.”
 
   “Sure you don’t,” I say.  “You’re as innocent as a newborn, right?”  I lean in a little closer, as close as I dare without the guards coming in here.  “You’re the one who sent me to Lennox, remember?  You think I’d forget that?”
 
   “I’m doing my time, man.  I ain’t doing nothing wrong.”
 
   Maddy pats his knee.  “I bet it’s been tough in here for you.  So alone.  Never getting to feel the touch of a woman.”
 
   “I don’t know nothing about the Strangler!” he says.
 
   “I’m sure you don’t,” Maddy says before I can jump in.  If this were at Squiggy’s I’d already have the little prick in a headlock and he’d squeal like a pig.  Instead, Maddy has to bring out our trump card.  She waves the cigarettes under his nose; his eyes go wide at the sight of the carton.  “Here’s a little present for you.”
 
   She yanks the cigarettes back before he can grab them.  “You got to give us something first.  Tell us what you know about Vollmer.”
 
   “I can’t say nothing.  Anyone finds out—”
 
   “I’ll keep you as an anonymous source.  And I always protect my sources.”
 
   “If I tell you something, can you put a good word in for me?  I’m up for parole in a couple months.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.  We’ll both put in a good word for you.”
 
   “We sure will,” Maddy says.  She strokes the inside of the Worm’s thigh.  She presses the cigarettes into his hands; he clings to them like Clarita with Pinky.  “What do you have?”
 
   Like I thought, when he started to feel pressure from some of the guys he helped put away, the Worm turned to Vollmer.  There wasn’t anyone more feared in the whole prison.  The prison grapevine says Vollmer’s killed twenty-four inmates since he was put away.  All accidents, suicides, or made to look like a gang hit, nothing the warden can pin on him.  Vollmer isn’t interested in a partnership at first, not until he finds out about my connection to the Worm.  Then he takes the Worm under his wing and gives him protection in exchange for the Worm’s information.
 
   “He was really interested in that Lennox place,” the Worm says.  “He went to the library to find stuff on the computers on them.  He even got one of them stock things—”
 
   “A prospectus?”
 
   “Something like that.  I don’t know if he was going to buy stock or what.”
 
   “Does he have money?”
 
   “Oh yeah, man.  He was living large in here.  Him and the guards had an arrangement.  His girl would slip them some cash and they’d give him whatever he wanted:  steaks, a fancy pillow, a TV.  Whatever he wanted.  The guy was loaded.”
 
   “Wait, who’s this girl of his?” I ask.
 
   “I forget her name.”
 
   Maddy leans closer to him; her lips just about touch his ear.  “I’m sure you can remember,” she says.  “Think hard.”
 
   She slides one hand down to his crotch with that last word.  Something gets hard all right.  “It was Suzanne…Little.  Suzanne Little, that was her name.”
 
   “Thank you,” Maddy says.  She scribbles the name down.  She pulls her hand away and gets to her feet.  “You’ve been a lot of help, Carl.”
 
   “And you ain’t going to tell no one?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   I lean close to the Worm to say my goodbye to him.  “Good seeing you again, Worm.  But you know what’s going to happen if I see you outside this place, don’t you?  Your face is going to look like a jigsaw puzzle with a couple pieces missing.”
 
   He swallows hard at that.  “I get it,” he says.  “I’m goin’ straight this time.  I swear.”
 
   “I’ll believe that when I see it,” I grumble.
 
   Back in the car, Maddy shakes her head.  “Men,” she says.  “So fucking predictable.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   When we get back to Clarita’s apartment, we find her asleep on the couch, a blanket draped over her.  She looks different, her face thinner and hair a bit more golden.  She doesn’t stir as Maddy and I enter, probably exhausted after another change.
 
   It’s not much of a surprise to find Grace at the kitchen counter with a glass of wine.  Maddy runs over to her and wraps her in a hug.  “Are you all right, hon?”
 
   “I’m fine.  It’s Clarita I’m worried about.”
 
   “She grew a little?” I ask.
 
   Grace nods.  “It was weird.  One minute we were playing dolls in her room and the next she starts rolling around in pain.  It was like one of those movies, The Wolfman or something, where she started changing.  She was getting taller right as I watched.  That shouldn’t even be possible.”
 
   “That’s what I used to think,” I say.  “She looks OK now.”
 
   “Yeah, but she was freaking out.  She kept calling for you.  Nothing I did seemed to help.  I tried to give her some aspirin—just baby ones—and she batted them right out of my hand.”
 
   “We try to avoid drug interaction,” I say.
 
   “That makes sense,” Grace says and then finishes off her drink.
 
   “Hey, it’s all right now,” Maddy says.  She leans close enough that her forehead touches Grace’s.  “We’re here now.”
 
   They kiss, a passionate lover’s kiss like the kind Mac and I used to share.  I turn away; my stomach gets queasy as I think about all those kisses I’ll never get to share again, thanks to Vollmer.  That’s a good reason to track the bastard down and give her what she deserves.
 
   Once I hear a stool creak, I turn around.  Maddy sits next to her fiancée and holds her hand.  “Thank you for doing this, Grace.  It was a big help.”
 
   “Did you guys find what you were looking for?”
 
   “Yeah, we found it,” I say.  More or less.  I still have to track down this Suzanne Little and see what she knows.
 
   “I did most of the work,” Maddy says.  “You should have seen me flirting with this guy.  He thought I was so into him.”
 
   “What were you two doing?”
 
   “Just talking to an old friend of Steve’s,” Maddy says.  She uses my first name to show she’s still pissed at me.  “He had some information we needed.”
 
   “You didn’t do anything to him, did you?”
 
   “God no, just touched his leg and stuff.  He probably hadn’t gotten laid in ten years, so he was swooning over me.”
 
   “You did a good job,” I say.  “But now you’re out of the detective business.”
 
   “The hell I am.  You’re going to need my help to find that lady.”
 
   “I can find her.  All I need is a phone book.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  How you going to make her talk?  You can’t beat up a girl.”
 
   “I’ve done it before,” I say.  “I was a cop before you were born, remember?”
 
   “I’m just saying it’d be better to have a woman along.  She’ll be a lot more open to me, especially when she sees the kind of jerk I have to hang around with.”
 
   “Madison—”
 
   “You know what would make it even better?  If I could make it look like I have a black eye.  You could act all pissy, like my abusive husband.  That’ll get her to talk to me.”
 
   “This isn’t a game, Maddy.”
 
   “You just don’t want to admit you might need me.”
 
   “I don’t need you.” 
 
   “You never did, did you?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.  I don’t need you for this.  I just need you to look after Clarita.”
 
   “Clarita will be fine.  Tess can watch her.”
 
   Grace, who’s become an observer in this conversation, says, “I can watch her.  I like her.  She’s cute.”
 
   “If she has another episode—”
 
   “I’ll know what to expect now,” Grace says.  “I can handle it.”
 
   Maddy gives Grace a playful shove.  “I thought you didn’t like kids.”
 
   “We’ll talk about that later,” Grace says.  Her voice takes on the same tone as Mac’s when she says, “I think it’s important for you two to spend some time together.  You’ve been estranged for so long that you need some time to bond.”
 
   “This isn’t much of a way to bond,” I say.  “It’s dangerous.  I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to Maddy on my watch.”
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen,” Maddy says.
 
   “With the Strangler around, you never know.”
 
   Grace’s eyes widen at this and her face pales.  “You guys are going after the Strangler?”
 
   “I’m going after her,” I say.  “Maddy is staying here with Clarita.”
 
   “The hell I am!  That bitch Vollmer thinks she’s all tough, but she’s just a kid now.  I can take her.”
 
   “Madison, stop it.  You don’t even know how to fight.”
 
   “I know enough to kick some teenager’s ass.”
 
   “A teenager who’s killed probably a hundred people.”
 
   Grace joins my side.  She squeezes Maddy’s hand.  “Maybe he’s right.  The Strangler is really dangerous.  I don’t want anything happening to you.”
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to me,” Maddy says.  “We don’t even know where the Strangler is right now.  We’re just going to find some old girlfriend of hers.”
 
   “The Strangler is a lesbian?”
 
   “No, she’s someone like Stacey:  a girl on the outside, man on the inside.”
 
   “Oh.  What makes you think this girlfriend will know anything?”
 
   “She might not know where Vollmer is now, but she might have something we can use,” I say.  “That’s how this business works.”
 
   “You’re not a cop anymore,” Maddy snaps.
 
   “That’s all I was ever good at, wasn’t it?” I say.  “So that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   I stop in the living room to kiss Clarita on the forehead before I stomp out of the apartment.  Maddy doesn’t come after me; Grace is probably trying to talk some sense into her.  But I know how stubborn Maddy is; she won’t let this go easily.
 
   ***
 
   I take a cab to the south side.  Amos Glendale’s pawn shop is still open.  I haven’t been here in five years, not since I bought some guns to help me take down Artie Luther’s thugs.  I also bought the diamond earrings Maddy gave to me on my wedding day from here.
 
   Amos is older, balder, and fatter, but I know he won’t be any cleaner than last time.  Before I can continue to search for Vollmer, I need a weapon, something that can’t be traced afterwards.  Amos is the guy to see about that.
 
   He looks up from the counter when I enter.  Like Rosie he studies my face, to figure out where he’s seen me before.  I walk up to the counter and then say, “Hi Amos.  I need a gun.”
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “You knew my twin brother, Steve Fischer.  Remember him?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember him.  Don’t remember him having a brother.”
 
   “He didn’t like talking about me.”
 
   “Are you a cop too?”
 
   “I’m more in the private security racket.  Need something for protection.  Something reliable.  And discreet.”
 
   “I don’t know what Steve told you, but all I got is in this case here.  You’ll have to wait seven days—”
 
   I can’t seduce him like last time, so I do what Steve is much better suited to:  I grab him by the collar and then pull him off the stool.  “Listen, asshole, I’m not playing around.  Show me what you got in the back right fucking now.”
 
   “All right, all right!” he squeals.  I let him drop back onto his stool.  He hops off it and moves around the counter.  He could try to reach for an alarm or a weapon, but he’s too chicken shit for that.  “This way.”
 
   He takes me into what’s ostensibly the janitor’s closet so he can show me his wares.  There are still assault rifles and grenade launchers in here, but I’m not interested in those, not to kill one teenage girl.  I point to a .45, the kind of gun I used to carry.  “Let me see that one.”
 
   He hands the weapon to me.  I bounce it in my hands a couple of times, to get used to the weight of it.  It’s been a while since I carried something like this.  I get it into a shooting grip and then aim it at Amos’s head.  He starts to sweat despite that the gun isn’t loaded.  “Seems pretty good,” I say.  “Let’s go into the alley and shoot a couple of rounds.”
 
   “Are you nuts?  I can’t let you shoot a loaded gun.  Not without paying first.”
 
   “Fine.”  I hand over Mac’s credit card.  I hope he hasn’t canceled it yet.  He’ll be in for a surprise when he sees this charge on his statement.  “Give me a box of bullets.  And a shoulder holster if you got one.”
 
   “I think I got one in back,” he says.  “Anything else I can do for you, Mr. Macintosh?”
 
   “Yeah, you can keep quiet if anyone comes looking for me, capiche?”
 
   “I get it.  I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
   “Good.”  I grab him by the front of the shirt again.  “But if this gun turns out to be shit, I’m going to come back and beat your head in with it.  Got it?”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   I take my new weapon and get out of there.  I’m sure Amos won’t tell the cops anything; then he would have to admit he sells illegal weapons without documentation.  Maybe there’s not honor among thieves, but you can at least trust them not to rat themselves out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   I’m on the train when my phone rings.  Maddy’s voice comes on the line.  “I know where Suzanne Little is,” she says.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Why should I tell you?”
 
   “Goddamnit, Maddy, don’t act like a child.”
 
   “I’m not the one who stormed out of here like a little bitch.”
 
   “Listen—”
 
   “No, you listen.  I’m a journalist.  This is the biggest story in twenty-five years.  Maybe the biggest story ever.  You think I’m going to sit this out?”
 
   “You can’t print this in the newspaper, even that little rag of yours.”
 
   “Like I told that little creep, I protect my sources.  I won’t use your name.”
 
   “How are you going to explain the rest of it?  About Lennox?”
 
   “I’ll call them XYZ Company or something.”
 
   “No deal.  If you found her this quick then it won’t be hard for me.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  You could barely use the Internet when you were a teenager.”
 
   “I know more than you think.”
 
   “Sure.  If we were playing Angry Birds maybe you could beat me.”
 
   “Damn it, Maddy—”
 
   “You should be proud.  I’m being just like you, putting my job above everything.”
 
   “I never wanted you to be like me.”
 
   “You’d rather I took after Mom?  Some bimbo looking around for another man to glom onto until she milks him dry?”
 
   “Don’t talk about your mother that way.”
 
   “Why do you care?  You haven’t seen her in almost twenty years.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  You’re supposed to respect your elders.”
 
   “Neither of you deserve any respect.”
 
   “Madison, stop it.  I’m sorry I hurt you.  It’s my fault, not your mother’s.  She did the best she could.”
 
   “Maybe you should get back with her then.  Now that Number Four is out of the picture.”
 
   “We can talk about all of this later.  Just give me the address.”
 
   “Fine, but you’re not going to believe it.”  She gives me the address.  She’s right, I don’t believe it.  The address she gives me isn’t even in the city; it’s in an upscale suburb, the kind of place where the houses start at half a million dollars.  Why would someone who associates with a sleaze like Vollmer live out there?  Of course that might explain why we haven’t caught up to her yet.  The police aren’t looking that hard out in the suburbs, especially not in Westdale.  The tricky son of a bitch.
 
   I have to change trains three times to get one that goes out to Westdale.  Once I get off at the station, there’s a two-mile walk to find the house.  I keep my hands in my pockets and hope no cops stop by.  They won’t fall for that ID story I gave the prison guard.  If they even get that far; they’ll probably try to beat me into submission as soon as they see the gun.
 
   As I get within eyeshot of the house, I see Madison leaning against a tree.  For some reason she has a 35mm camera around her neck, the kind that predates digital cameras.  She probably got it from Clarita’s closet.  Once she sees me, she lifts the camera and points at me.  “Say cheese,” she says.  She squeezes off a shot.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I’m doing a story for the District Discourse,” she says.  “It’s a photo essay on some of the area’s greatest homes.”
 
   I have to admit that’s a pretty decent idea.  It’ll give her an excuse not only to hang around the neighborhood, but also to go up to Little’s house.  If it is Little’s house.  “I’m surprised Grace let you come here.”
 
   “Grace doesn’t run my life.  Not anymore.”
 
   “Madison—”
 
   “Don’t start with me.  Look, I got the whole bio on Suzanne Little.  You want to read it?  Pretty interesting stuff.”  
 
   She hands a manila folder to me.  It is pretty interesting stuff.  Suzanne Little is a forty-two-year-old woman, though the picture in the file must have been taken about fifteen years ago.  She’s a striking blond who could probably be a model.  At this point she could pass as Vollmer’s older sister.  
 
   Little is the former stepdaughter of Dr. Michael Lennox, the founder of the company.  She was ten when her mother married Dr. Lennox and seventeen when they got divorced, not before her mom got a sizable chunk of money.  Six years later, Mom died and the entire fortune went to Suzanne.  By all accounts Suzanne has lived quietly; she shows up at a few charity galas and society parties every year.  Nothing to indicate she might be an accomplice to the city’s version of Jack the Ripper.
 
   “I guess that explains how he found out about the FY-1978,” I say.  “The Worm told him about me and the robbery and he went to his girlfriend, who had someone look through Palmer’s files.”
 
   “Explains how he got in there too,” Maddy says.  “She probably had someone make a key for him to use.”
 
   I hand the folder back to Maddy.  “Let’s go have a chat with her then.”
 
   Like at the prison I let Maddy take charge of things.  The house is the biggest on the block, a mansion worth a couple of million at least.  It’s got columns in the front, a Greek revival thing like the White House.  Pretty ostentatious.
 
   There’s no one out in the yard, no cars visible either.  We might have come at the wrong time.  Just as well; it’ll give me a chance to get Maddy out of here.  Then I can come back alone later.
 
   She pushes a button on the gate for the intercom.  A husky woman’s voice says, “Who is it?”
 
   “My name is Meredith Giddings.  I work for the District Discourse.  We’re doing a photo essay on some of the greatest homes in the metropolitan area and I’d like to talk to Ms. Little and take a few pictures.  If she doesn’t mind.”
 
   “I’ll have to check.  Hold on.”  We wait at the gate for at least ten minutes.  I start to wonder if she’s figured out who we are and is sneaking Vollmer out the back way.  Finally the same woman’s voice comes back to say, “She’ll talk to you.  Come up to the house.”
 
   The gates open by themselves.  It’s a long walk up the paved driveway to the front door of the house.  I let Maddy take the lead again.  “So what’s my story?” I ask.
 
   She takes the camera off and hands it to me.  “You’re my photographer.  I’m the reporter.  We’re working on this together.”
 
   “There’s a novel concept.  I don’t look much like a photographer.”
 
   “What’s she going to care?  She’s a rich bitch; she doesn’t think about how news photographers dress.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
   I have to admit Maddy has a pretty good grasp of undercover work so far.  She doesn’t show any fear or hesitation, plus she’s quick on her feet and a lot more comfortable with lying than I would have thought.  She didn’t get that from me; I was always lousy at undercover work.  That must come from her mother; Debbie was an actress in high school, before we started to date.
 
   I expect a uniformed maid or butler to answer the door.  It’s Suzanne Little herself instead.  Apparently that photo in the bio wasn’t taken fifteen years ago; she looks exactly the same.  I think of how bad I looked in my forties as a woman back in Europe.  I start to hate Suzanne Little.
 
   “Hello Ms. Giddings.  I’m Suzanne Little.  Won’t you come inside?”
 
   “Thank you.”  Maddy motions to me.  “This is Frank my photographer.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Frank.”  Little shakes my hand.  “Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable in the living room?”  
 
   The living room is an antiques dealer’s wet dream, with a lot of Victorian furniture scattered about.  There are modern touches too, like the flat screen television that’s at least sixty inches, if not bigger.  It’s probably 3D too.  I imagine Vollmer sacks out on the red sofa we sit down on.
 
   Little brings us some tea from the kitchen.  I pretend to take a sip of my cup, as does Maddy.  Daddy’s little girl is nobody’s fool.  “So, Ms. Little, this is some house you have here,” Maddy says.  “Could you tell us a little about it?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  She goes on for a few minutes about how the house was first built in the 1830s and how it was nearly burned down by a Confederate sympathizer during the war.  Everything was renovated after that and then renovated a couple more times to bring it up to code for the 21st Century.
 
   “That’s fascinating,” Maddy says.  She actually writes down notes while Little talks.  “Would you be up to giving Frank and I a tour?”
 
   “Of course, young lady.”
 
   I don’t really know how to use the camera.  I fake it as best I can; I point the lens and poke the button every so often.  Maddy and Little talk as we walk through the house; they discuss the furniture, the window treatments, and the artwork.  When not pretending to be taking pictures, I search for any sign of Vollmer’s presence.  There doesn’t seem to be anything:  no men’s clothes in the closets and the guest rooms are made up neatly.
 
   We’re in the basement when Maddy gets a little bolder.  “You live in this big house all by yourself?” she asks.
 
   “I have some friends who stop by occasionally.”
 
   “No one steady, though?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”  Little stares at Maddy for a moment.  “Are you a society reporter, Ms. Giddings?”
 
   “I’m just curious.  Someone so rich and beautiful must have a boyfriend somewhere.”  Maddy rubs up against Little’s side like a cat.  “Maybe a girlfriend?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”
 
   “You can’t blame a girl for trying, can you?” Maddy says.  “I mean, reporters get paid peanuts.”
 
   “Especially reporters who aren’t reporters,” Little says.  She’s a lot quicker than I would have thought to draw the revolver from her pocket.  I’m quicker to knock it from her hand and then shove her down to the concrete floor. 
 
   Before she can try to get up or make for the gun, I have mine out, aimed at her D-cup breasts.  “Stay right there, bitch,” I say.  “Get her gun, Meredith.”
 
   “What’s her real name?” Little asks.  “Who are you people?”
 
   “Just a couple of concerned citizens,” I say.  “Now, you’re going to tell us a little story about Uwe Vollmer.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb.  One of Vollmer’s prison buddies already gave him up.  Said you were floating him money.”
 
   “Obviously that man lied.”
 
   “Sure.  So why were you going to pull a gun on my partner?”
 
   “I know you’re not reporters.  There’s no Giddings on the District Discourse.  And you’re definitely not a photographer.  You have cop written all over you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say.  “My captain probably wouldn’t agree with you on that score.”
 
   “Where’s your badge, Detective?”
 
   “This isn’t an officially sanctioned visit.”  I cock the hammer on my gun and get rewarded as she slithers back a couple of inches.  “Now, tell us about Vollmer.”
 
   “I don’t know anything.”
 
   “You want to lose a kneecap?” 
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “You’re right.  I’d start with those pretty hands first.  Maybe blow off a couple of fingers.  If you’re lucky you might be able to get them reattached later—if there’s a later for you.”
 
   “You won’t—”  Before she can finish, I fire the gun.  I practiced in the alley outside of Amos’s shop, so I know how this gun kicks.  My aim is dead on—I hit the concrete about an inch in front of her left hand.
 
   “All right, all right!” she shouts.  “I do know Uwe.  It started about twenty-five years ago.  I was still a kid.  My parents were fighting all the time.  They were going to get a divorce pretty soon.  I went out to this bar one night and I met Uwe and he was so different from all the stuffy rich kids I knew.”
 
   “So you fell madly in love and helped him murder people?”
 
   “No!  I loved Uwe.  When they caught him, he said he was innocent and I believed him.  I never knew anything about those murders.”
 
   “Why’d you give him money then?”
 
   “I thought he was innocent.  I wanted to help him survive in prison.  I hired lawyers to work on his appeals too.”
 
   “What about the new murders?  You know anything about those?”
 
   “Yes, but only after the fact.”  She starts to cry.  I’m pretty sure these aren’t crocodile tears either.  “No one was supposed to die.  He was just going to steal some drugs.”
 
   “You mean from your stepdad’s company?”
 
   “Former stepdad,” she snaps through her tears.
 
   “So you did help him get inside,” Maddy says.  “You pulled a few strings to get him access to the building.”
 
   “Yes.  He wasn’t going to kill anyone.  He was just going to take some of this new drug they were working on, so he could change his appearance.  Then we could be together and they would never find him.”
 
   “So where is he?”
 
   “I don’t know where she is,” Little says.
 
   “You two had a falling out?”
 
   “After he took the drug.  His body changed.  He became…he became a young girl.  He looked like he could be my daughter.”
 
   “About how old was she?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Seventeen or so.  I wanted her to stay with me; we could pretend she was my daughter.  It wouldn’t be the same, but at least we could be together.  That’s all I ever wanted.”  She starts to sob again.  Maddy isn’t stupid enough to try to comfort her and neither am I.  It could easily be a ploy to get us close to use one of us as a shield.  After a couple of minutes she recovers herself enough to say, “She said she wasn’t going to be anyone’s daughter and she wasn’t a dyke so she had to take off.  By then I knew about all those dead scientists at Lennox, so I let her go.”
 
   “Without calling the cops?”
 
   “I didn’t know she was behind all those other killings.  And even if I called the cops, what would I say?  They would have thought I was nuts.”
 
   Little has a point there.  Anyone but Jake would have laughed her out of the room or sent her to the psych ward.  “So where is she now?  What name is she using?”
 
   “I’m not sure where she is.”  I cock the gun again to tell her that’s not an acceptable answer.  She puts up her hands in supplication.  “I know where she was.  I gave her some money, enough to get started.  She took a suite at the Wellington.  I tried calling there the other day and she had already checked out.”
 
   “What name was she using?”
 
   “Erica Conner.”
 
   I lower the gun.  “You’d better hope we find her soon,” I say.
 
   “You’re not arresting me?”
 
   “No, but don’t leave town.”  I put my gun back in its holster.
 
   “Thank you, Detective.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”  I’m tempted to break her jaw, but I don’t.  Not because she’s a woman either.  She probably did love Vollmer.  Love makes you do a lot of stupid things, like sleep with your daughter’s girlfriend.  I remember that saying about those in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.
 
   Maddy calls for a cab to pick us up once we’re outside the house.  We loiter on the street for a while.  “That went pretty well,” she says.  “What do we do now?”
 
   “You can go use your computer magic to find out where Erica Conner is staying.”
 
   “You think she’s still in a hotel?  Using that alias?”
 
   “Maybe not that exact name, but we might get lucky.”
 
   “Sure.”  Maddy actually pats me on the back.  “We make a good team.  My brains and your brawn.”
 
   “Don’t get any ideas of making it permanent.  This was a one-time thing,” I say, but even I don’t believe it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   Our search for Vollmer—or Erica Conner now—isn’t all that high-tech.  For as much as Maddy bragged about her tech skills, Suzanne Little was high-profile enough to be obvious.  Just type her name in Google and there are millions of hits for it.  Maddy just had to sift through a little data to find what she wanted.
 
   This requires some old-fashioned work.  She gets a list of upscale hotels in the city and then we divide it in three.  Maddy, Grace, and I each take a third.  We call the front desk of the hotel to ask for an Erica Conner.  If there’s no one there, we give a description of her and ask if there was anyone like that there a few days ago.
 
   Some hotels are more forthcoming about this than others.  A few get snooty about it and act like they’re lawyers or doctors; they refuse to give any “confidential” information.  When that happens, I tell them I’m Detective Jake Madigan and give my badge number.  That makes them more accommodating.  
 
   Maddy is almost done with her list when she hands me the phone.  “Got another one,” she says.  “Prick won’t tell me anything.”
 
   I take the phone from her.  The guy is in the middle of his whole spiel about confidential information when I bark, “This is Detective Jake Madigan.”  I give my badge number before I continue, “The girl in question is seventeen years old, a runaway.  We need to find her and return her to her parents.  Are you going to answer my partner’s questions or are we going to have to come down there and arrest you for obstructing an official investigation?”
 
   The guy gives in.  “There is no Erica Conner here,” he says.  I’m about to hang up when he adds, “But an Erin Cooper checked in yesterday, room 518.  She fits the description your partner gave me.”
 
   “She’s still there?”
 
   “She has not checked out, sir.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Then I hang up.  “Looks like we got a bead on her.”
 
   “When do we leave?” Maddy asks.
 
   “We don’t leave at all.  You stay here with Grace and Clarita.”
 
   “Screw that.  We’re a team, remember?  I’m your partner.  That’s what you said to the guy on the phone.  What’s he going to think when only one of us shows up?”
 
   “He’s not going to see us.  I don’t have a badge, remember?”
 
   “What if someone stops us?”
 
   “No one’s going to stop me.”  Not when we’re this close to Vollmer.  “This could get rough.  I’m not going to risk your life.”
 
   Maddy takes Little’s pistol out of her purse.  “I got protection.”
 
   Grace’s face goes pale.  “Where the hell did you get a gun?”
 
   “Bitch pulled it on me.  Daddy knocked it out of her hand, just like on TV.  Then he pushed her ass down.  You should have seen her face when he shot at her.”
 
   “You shot at her?”
 
   “I missed on purpose.  Got close enough to scare her.”
 
   “Jesus,” Grace says.  “Maddy, please don’t go.  I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   “Nothing will happen to me.  Daddy will protect me.”
 
   I wonder when I became “Daddy” to her again instead of “Steve?”  Maybe when I batted that gun away.  Or maybe she just wants to manipulate me, like when she would use that adorable lisp as a toddler.  She’s a tricky one, my little angel.
 
   “I can protect you a lot easier if you’re not there.”
 
   “Hey, I was the one who got us in the house.  I got us in the prison too.”
 
   “Prison?”
 
   “That’s where that little creep we talked to first was at.”
 
   “Madison, stop this.  You’re not one of Charlie’s Angels,” I say.  
 
   Clarita picks that moment to emerge from her bedroom, clad in a pink nightgown that’s about three sizes too big and with Pinky tight against her chest.  “What’s going on?” she asks, her voice still thick from sleep.  “Why are you yelling at each other?”
 
   “We’re not yelling at each other, sweetie,” Maddy says.  “We’re just talking.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Boring adult stuff.”
 
   “I’m an adult too,” she says.  “Inside, I mean.”
 
   That’s hard to believe in the nightgown and with the stuffed animal, plus how she’s acted the last few days.  She’s a lot more Clarita the ten-year-old than Dr. Clarita Palmer.  In this case she might be helpful.  “Maddy wants to help me find the guy who did this to you even though it’s going to be very dangerous.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Steve doesn’t want me to go.  He thinks he can do everything himself.  You know how well that worked last time,” Maddy says.  “And Grace doesn’t want me to go either.  She thinks I’m still a little suburban kid who needs her to babysit me.”
 
   “Madison thinks she’s invincible,” I say.  I poke her gut.  “She forgets about Dr. Ling.”
 
   “That’s not fair!  He got you too.”
 
   “Stop it!” Clarita wails.  She rushes forward and throws her arms around Maddy’s waist to hug her.  “I don’t want you to get hurt.  Or Steve either.”
 
   “Thanks, sweetie,” Maddy says, “but I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “The hell you do.”
 
   While Maddy and I continue to argue, Clarita pulls away from Maddy to gallop over to Grace.  She whispers something into Grace’s ear and Grace nods.  “What are you two cooking up?” Maddy asks.
 
   “Clarita and I have decided that if you two go through with this, we’re going to tell on you.”
 
   “What?  I expect that from Clarita, but you’re too old for that,” Maddy says.
 
   “I don’t care.  If you two go out on your little vendetta, I’m going to pick up the phone and call Mr. Madigan.  That’s what we should be doing anyway.  Let the police handle this.  It’s their job.”
 
   “They’ve done a good job so far,” Maddy says.
 
   “She’s right about that,” I say.
 
   “Shut up,” Maddy snaps at me.  “Don’t you agree with me.”
 
   The three of us don’t notice that Clarita has scampered off during this exchange.  She trots into the living room with a phone pressed to her ear.  “Hi, Mr. Madigan, it’s Clarita Palmer.  I’m OK, I guess.  Look, Steve needs to tell you something.”
 
   She hands the phone to me.  Jake says, “What the hell is going on?  Why do I have a dozen hotel managers bitching about me threatening them?”
 
   “I kind of dropped your name to open a few doors,” I say.  “Like door 518 at the Bennett Hotel.”
 
   “Vollmer?”
 
   “Erin Cooper now.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive.  You want any backup?”
 
   “You’ve inflicted enough damage already,” Jake says.
 
   “You’re not going alone, are you?”
 
   “I’ll bring some support.”
 
   “You’d better.  I’m not going to hold your hand if you turn into a little girl.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d hate for you to raise me,” Jake says.  Before he hangs up, he says, “Thanks, Steve.”
 
   ***
 
   After that we all sit around in the living room.  Clarita wasn’t much for board games, but Jake brought over a copy of Monopoly with the other supplies.  I’ve never really liked this game; I always seem to end up in jail before I can do anything.  Some kind of universal irony I guess.
 
   It’s no surprise that an hour later I’m cooling my heels in the big house while Maddy has Boardwalk and Grace has all the yellow and orange properties.  Clarita bought one railroad and a light blue property before she conked out.  I carry her back to bed and tuck her in.  “Thanks for stopping us from doing something stupid,” I whisper before I kiss her forehead.
 
   She mumbles something I can’t understand and then rolls over to face the wall.  It probably won’t be much longer until she becomes a young woman, at least I hope so.  Though I have to admit I kind of like her this way, so cute and innocent and sweet, like Maddy was at that age.  Too bad no one at Lennox ever invented a real time machine so I could get those years back.
 
   I get back out to the living room to find my thimble on the water company.  “We moved your guy,” Maddy says.
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   She sighs and says, “Are we really going to keep playing this stupid game?”
 
   “What else do you want to do?”
 
   “Go kick Vollmer’s fucking head in,” Maddy says.  “The biggest story of my career and I won’t even be there.”
 
   “I’m sure Jake will tell you about it,” I say.  “He’ll give you the exclusive.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   Grace takes Maddy’s hand and then gives her a kiss.  “At least you’ll be safe,” she says.  “That’s what’s important.”
 
   “Sure.  You just want to be the breadwinner.  Keep me home barefoot and pregnant.”
 
   “That’s twice you’ve talked about kids in the last two days,” Grace says.
 
   “Why shouldn’t I?  We’re almost married.  We’ve been together forever.  Why can’t we talk about having kids?”
 
   “Do we have to do this in front of your dad?”
 
   “Why not?  You don’t want him for a grandpa?”
 
   “You’re projecting your frustration about not going to the hotel onto me.”
 
   “Don’t give me the psychobabble.  I’m not projecting anything.  I don’t think it’s so unreasonable that a twenty-seven-year-old wants to be a mommy.”
 
   “A couple minutes ago you wanted to be a breadwinner.”
 
   “I can be both.”
 
   I stay out of the argument and pack up Monopoly for them.  Board games never seem to work out well; everyone always ends up pissed off.  We really should get a TV to put in here.
 
   “How are you even going to have a baby?  You going down to a sperm bank for some random stranger’s jizz?  Or have you already found yourself a baby daddy?” Grace says.
 
   “I’m sure we can find someone to do it.”
 
   “Like who?  That creep in prison you were visiting?”
 
   “God no!”
 
   “Some friend of yours at work?”
 
   Maddy looks over at me.  “Actually, I kind of thought since Dr. Mac isn’t married to you anymore, maybe he could donate a little of his sperm for the cause.”
 
   “Dr. Macintosh?  You want to have his baby?”
 
   “Why not?  He’s handsome, he’s smart, and he’s not a creep.”  Maddy puts up a hand.  “We wouldn’t even have to fuck.  He could spray into a cup and they could make us a baby in the lab.  That wouldn’t be too weird, would it?  I mean, Daddy’s not going to be his wife anymore.”
 
   “Mac would be a good candidate,” I say.  “I’m sure he’d do it for you.”
 
   “But I know him.  He’ll want to come over all the time to see the baby,” Grace says and I have to admit she has a point too.  Mac’s an old-fashioned guy; he’ll want to be involved in the parenting of his child.
 
   “So what?  I like Dr. Mac.  Don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I want him to father a child for us.”
 
   “Then you pick someone.”  Maddy stares at her fiancée for a minute.  She crosses her arms over her chest triumphantly.  “Yeah, that’s what I thought.  You’re just making excuses not to have a kid.  I don’t know why you’re so afraid.  You’re good with Clarita.”
 
   “That was just for a few hours and I was worried sick the whole time.”
 
   “That feeling never goes away,” I say.
 
   “Like you would know.  You didn’t even know where I was after I turned ten.”
 
   “You think that stopped me from worrying about you?  I was always waiting for the night when your mother would call me, saying you had fallen down some stairs or got hit by a bus.”
 
   All three of us flinch when the phone rings.  It’s my phone.  I answer it; I expect Jake to say they’ve got the bastard.  But it’s not Jake.  It’s Tess.  Worse yet, she’s crying.  “Steven?” she says.  “It’s Jacob.  He’s been shot.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   They take Jake to St. Vincent’s.  He’s still in surgery when we get there.  Provided he survives that, he’ll be moved to intensive care and then to a normal recovery room with the rest of the grown-ups.  That’s something to be thankful for.  It could be worse, right?
 
   And he could be dead.  From what I hear, he just got shot in the shoulder.  It’s a bad wound, but not anywhere near fatal.  They should be able to patch him up and have him back to work in a few weeks.
 
   I have to hear all this from my hiding place in the pediatric ward—Clarita’s old room.  There’s no guard by the door right now, but it hasn’t been reoccupied yet either.  So I get to come down here and wait for whatever word trickles up from the emergency room.  
 
   I can’t be in the waiting room with Tess, Maddy, Grace, and Clarita because some of my former colleagues are there too and they’ll know me for sure.  Those fuckers Woods and Jefferson.  Jake knew better than to go into a hostile situation with them; neither one could find his dick without a fucking road map.
 
   I remember what Jake said at Squiggy’s that night we both got loaded.  He didn’t get to be the hero last time.  This time he was determined to be the one who captured Vollmer and got his picture in all the newspapers and on the television.
 
   I should be out there to track Vollmer down, but I don’t want Tess and Maddy to worry more than they need to right now.  I’ll find that motherfucker again and this time I’ll make sure she comes out in a body bag.  That will have to wait until Jake gets out of surgery, when we can be reasonably sure he’ll live through it.
 
   I punch the mattress of Clarita’s old bed.  I should be down there right now to hold Tess and tell her everything will be fine.  I’ve known her longer than anyone in that room right now.  It’s my fucking job.  
 
   All I can do is watch TV and wait for news to come in.  Grace taps on the door a couple of hours later.  “He’s out of surgery,” she says.  “They got the bullet.  He should pull through.”
 
   “As long as he doesn’t get an infection,” I say.  “That happens more often than people think.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Grace says.  She sits down on the edge of the bed.  “How about you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I say.  “Just a little annoyed right now.”
 
   “That’s a valid emotion,” she says in her shrink voice.  It makes me wish Mac were here.  Even though I’ve been a man for a couple of weeks now, I still get those womanly urges to have Mac hold me in his arms.  I suppose that too will pass in time.  Then I’ll be back to my old cantankerous, lonely self again.  “You think you should have been there, right?”
 
   “Better than those two assholes he brought along.”
 
   “I’m sure Mr. Madigan did what he thought was right.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure he did.  He just happens to be wrong.”
 
   “It’s easy to say that in hindsight.  There’s no way to know for sure.”
 
   “Mac says that too.”
 
   “Would you like me to call Dr. Macintosh?”
 
   “You mean the future father of your baby?”
 
   “Don’t try to change the subject.”
 
   “There’s nothing Mac can do.”
 
   “I don’t know, Maddy says he’s pretty handy in a fight.”
 
   “That was one time,” I say.  “And he took Ling by surprise.”
 
   “That might be true.  He did save you and Maddy, though.”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “Is that when you knew you loved him?”
 
   “It helped solidify those emotions.”  I raise an eyebrow at her.  “Are you analyzing me now?  Trying to figure out when I stopped loving you?”
 
   “No.  I’ve stopped pining for you.  Especially now.”
 
   “Now that I have a dick?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You think that changes who I am?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you can’t blame me, can you?”
 
   “I guess not.”  I really wish I had a cigarette right now.  “So why don’t you want Maddy to have Mac’s baby?  Afraid he’ll steal her away?  Or you just don’t want the responsibility?”
 
   “I don’t know.  A little of both, maybe.”
 
   “Mac can’t steal Maddy away unless he takes some FY-1978.  She doesn’t like guys.”
 
   “She just wants one to fuck her.”
 
   “You heard what she said.  She only needs the sperm.”
 
   “I know Madison; she doesn’t want her baby made in a lab.  She’s going to do it the old-fashioned way.”
 
   “I also know how stubborn Madison is.  She’s going to get her way eventually.”
 
   “So you think I should get used to the idea?”
 
   “Yeah, start figuring out what color to paint the nursery.”
 
   We share a laugh at that.  We both understand how Maddy’s wired.  She’s very headstrong when she wants to be.  She’s also very sweet when she wants to be.  And very loyal.  She stuck with Grace all this time, despite how Grace and I betrayed her.  It seems impossible she could be related to me.  “She’s going to be a really good mom,” I say.
 
   “Probably.”  Grace forces a smile.  “Does that make me the father?”
 
   “Kids can have two mothers.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t be the same.  I mean, I wouldn’t be the birth mother.”
 
   “You could have a kid too.  Figure out some guy you want to fuck.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Don’t want to ruin your perfect figure?”
 
   “I don’t think I could handle all that throwing up and bloating and stuff.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “Didn’t you ever want to with Dr. Macintosh?”
 
   “Sometimes I thought about it, but it wasn’t really possible.  All that FY-1978.  Who knows what it would do to a kid?”
 
   “Maddy still has some of that in her, doesn’t she?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I think by now it’s down to trace amounts.”
 
   “But even a trace could do something.”
 
   “Then I guess you’ve got yourself a new argument.”
 
   “That means she’ll want me to have the kid.”
 
   I lean back on the bed and sigh.  “Life is really fucked up sometimes, isn’t it?  A couple hours ago we were playing Monopoly with Clarita and now Jake’s shot and we’re talking about having babies.”
 
   “Pretty fucked up,” Grace says.  She gets up from the gurney.  “I’m going to check on Madison and Mrs. Madigan.  I’ll let you know where they put him.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She closes the door softly behind her.  Life is pretty fucked up indeed.
 
   ***
 
   They move Jake into a room in intensive care.  Woods and Jefferson are still there to see how much trouble they’ll get into for allowing Jake to be shot and the suspect to go free.  That means I have to keep to my room in the pediatric ward.  From what Grace tells me, Tess gets to see him for a few minutes, long enough for her to see he’s all right.
 
   I think about how hard it is for her right now.  I remember too when Mac asked me once if I had a death wish.  He theorized I went to Lennox alone that night because I subconsciously hoped to die.  In which case I got my wish.  He asked me then if Jake had a death wish and I said no because he had Tess to think about.  But right now I’m not so sure.  A sane man wouldn’t charge into a room with the Skinhead Strangler backed up by two assholes like Woods and Jefferson.
 
   Maybe it was a wish to be a hero or maybe it was a death wish.  I don’t know.  I’m sick of thinking about it.  This isn’t the kind of shit Steve Fischer does well.  Steve is a lot better at charging into rooms after psychotic killers.  Maybe it’s time to get on that.
 
   I find another set of scrubs.  This time I take a mask to put over my face, so only my eyes will be visible.  Woods and Jefferson aren’t known for their observational powers, so they probably won’t notice anything.
 
   When I get to the intensive care area, I see Tess sitting rigidly in a chair; Maddy holds her hand.  As her “grandchild,” Madison is as close to family as Tess has right now.  Grace is next to Maddy; Clarita leans against her and dozes.  Before long Grace will have to take Clarita home to get some proper sleep; this is too late for a little girl to be up, especially a little girl who might have another growth spurt any time now.
 
   Woods sits in a corner and checks something on his phone.  He looks like he just came from a black-tie event in his dark suit and purple shirt.  Stupid bastard; he should have been the one to eat a bullet, except he was too cowardly.  He was probably behind Jake, to use him for a shield.
 
   I don’t see that fat bastard Jefferson.  He’s probably down at the candy machine or the cafeteria to feed his face.  As the biggest target, why couldn’t Vollmer have hit him?  Why did it have to be my best friend instead of those two oafs?
 
   I’m about to open Jake’s door when Woods looks up.  “Who are you?” he asks.
 
   “Nurse.”  I add in a bad Russian accent, “Time to check his catheter bag.  You want to watch me?”
 
   I know how fastidious Woods is; his nose wrinkles at the thought of what might be in the catheter bag.  “Knock yourself out,” he says.
 
   Bloody hell.  If I were Vollmer, I could just stroll in here, find a set of scrubs, and finish what she started.  Maybe I can find a bodyguard to hire for Jake, someone competent.  More expedient would simply be to find Vollmer and put a few bullets in her.
 
   I slip into the room.  Jake looks about the same as I last saw him, except he’s got a tube in his nose and he wears a hospital gown.  The blanket covers his shoulder so I can’t see the wound.  Not that I have much interest in that anyway.
 
   I lean down and put a hand on his shoulder.  “Hey buddy,” I say.  “It’s Steve.  I know what I told you about not getting into the action hero business anymore.  But Stacey made that promise.  So I’m going to find Vollmer and I’m going to put her fucking head on a pike for you.”
 
   He doesn’t wake up, which isn’t a surprise since he’s still doped up on painkillers.  I look around the room, but there’s not much to it.  Just his bed, the machines, a chair, a TV, and the four walls.  There’s a closet in the one corner too.  I slide the closet door open and see a box with Jake’s stuff in it.  They took the gun and badge, of course.  His car keys are still there.  I snatch those; they might come in handy.  I take his wallet too so I finally have some ID.  Jake and I aren’t twins, but we’re both men in our fifties with a receding hairline.  Anyone who looks at his driver’s license will probably think he put on a little weight since the photo was taken.
 
   I hurry out of the room.  I go into the waiting room and make sure Tess and Maddy see me.  I give them a wink before I walk over to the elevator.
 
   As I figured, Jefferson is down in the cafeteria.  I sit down at his table and then pull down my mask.  “Hey Jefferson,” I say.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” he asks between bites.
 
   “Ghost of Christmas Past.”
 
   “Christmas ain’t for months yet.”
 
   “What happened in that hotel room?  How’d you clowns fuck it up?”
 
   “The fuck you talking about?”
 
   I grab him by the collar he can’t button because his neck is too fat.  “I know you and Woods.  You let Jake go in there first, didn’t you?  How far behind were you guys?”
 
   “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but—”
 
   I cut him off when I slam his head down on the table.  There are a couple of doctors and nurses around, but none of them wants any part of this.  They mind their own business.  “Which one of you took his badge and gun?”
 
   “What—?”
 
   I slam his head down again.  This time I hold him down with one hand while I search him with the other.  I find the badge in his pocket.  The gun he might have in his car; I don’t need that anyway.  “Thanks, asshole.”  I slam his head down again.  “Lose some fucking weight already.”
 
   Then I’m gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   The Knights of the Burning Cross is a bottom-rung white supremacist group that operates out of a decrepit office building on the south side.  I don’t bother with subtlety.  I kick the metal door open; it only takes me one try to do it.  They really should have invested in something better than a deadbolt to keep visitors out.  Inside the door is what used to be a secretarial bullpen and some executive offices at the end of the room.  There’s a light on in one of the offices.
 
   A little fat man races out.  He stops when he sees the gun in my hand.  It probably surprises him that I’m white.  “Who the fuck are you?” he asks.
 
   I hold up my badge—Jake’s badge.  “I’m shutting you fuckers down,” I say.
 
   “You can’t do that.  We’re protected by the First Amendment.”
 
   “Tell it to the ACLU.”  Again I dispense with subtlety and punch him in the stomach.  He doubles over before he collapses entirely onto the floor.  He wheezes while I search the building.  No sign of Vollmer.  Another dead end.  Probably.
 
   I kneel down beside the fat man and take a handful of his hair.  “Don’t suppose you’ve had any girls around here recently?  Little blond girl.  Seventeen or so.  Might be calling herself Erica or Erin something.”
 
   “I haven’t seen anyone,” he manages to get out.  “I’ll have you put up on charges—”
 
   I hit him in the gut again.  “I didn’t think so,” I say.  “Someone like that comes around, you go and call the cops.  That little bitch is dangerous.”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “Because if I find out you’ve been helping her, I’ll put a bullet through your thick skull.”
 
   For emphasis I put my gun to his temple.  I’m rewarded when he wets himself.  “OK, OK,” he says.  “I’ll call.  I promise!  Put that gun away!”
 
   I give him his wish and holster the weapon.  Then I see one of his newsletters on a desk.  A headline screams, “Uncle Sam in Bed With the Chinks!  Wake Up People!”  I don’t have any Chinese DNA left in my body, but I still remember the sting of those insults hurled my way. 
 
   I wad the newsletter up.  I yank the asshole’s mouth open to stuff the paper inside.  “You print any more shit like that and I’m going to drag you to Chinatown and let them deal with you.  Got it, dickhead?”  For special emphasis I stomp on his right hand, which I figure is the one he jerks off with.  
 
   I tromp down to the Fairlane.  Another dead end.  Over the last four days I’ve hit every known white supremacist group in the city, to play out my hunch Vollmer would ask one of them for help now that we’re on to her.  She must not be that desperate yet.  There are still plenty of flophouses where she could be.  Lots of abandoned buildings too.  Plenty of places to hide if you’re desperate and running from the law.
 
   I close my eyes, to rest for a couple of minutes.  I’ve slept for about two hours in the last four days.  The sad part is I haven’t gotten any closer to Vollmer yet.  She’s still one step ahead of me.  I haven’t even seen her blond hair trailing behind her as she runs away.  We missed our one chance to get her.
 
   Meanwhile, Jake is still in the hospital.  He’ll be moved out of intensive care soon since his wound is healing on schedule.  That’s about the only good news at the moment.
 
   While I sit there, the phone rings.  “What?”
 
   “Steve, it’s me,” Clarita says through sobs.  
 
   “Clarita, what’s wrong?  Something happen to Jake?”
 
   “No.  It’s Madison.  She took her.”
 
   “Who did?”
 
   “Vollmer.”
 
   ***
 
   I just about burn out the Fairlane’s engine to get back to Clarita’s building.  I wish I were in better shape so I could run up the stairs quicker than to take the elevator.  Every second I wait in the elevator is another moment of torture.  
 
   The door doesn’t show any sign of forced entry.  Did Maddy let Vollmer in?  Did Clarita?  I doubt they would be that stupid.  So how the hell did Vollmer get in here?
 
   Clarita isn’t in the living room.  The room is dark, the little furniture in the room knocked over.  The call from Clarita might have been a trick too.  She might have had a gun to her head.  Vollmer might have impersonated her voice.  Dr. Ling did that four years ago, to make us think Clarita had called us when it was really him.  
 
   I stick my head in the bedroom.  No one here.  The bed is unmade.  I feel the sheets; they’re cold, which means Clarita hasn’t slept on them for a while.  I’m still looking around the room when the closet door opens.  Reflexes kick in, I swing the gun around—
 
   I manage to hold up in time, before I would have shot Clarita.  She’s down in a heap on the floor and like the Knights of the Burning Cross asshole I’m sure she wet herself.  She’s still shaking as I kneel down beside her.  “It’s all right,” I say.  “I’m here now.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   She wraps her arms around my neck and hugs me like I’m a stuffed animal.  I let her sob for a couple of precious minutes, minutes where I could have found out what happened to Madison.  There’s not much I can do, not until Clarita has calmed down.
 
   After ten minutes she’s finally able to talk.  I set her down on the bed and let her grab Pinky to hug for comfort.  “What happened?” I ask.
 
   “It was her, but it wasn’t her,” Clarita says.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She’s littler, like me.  Her hair is red too.  I didn’t recognize her,” Clarita says.  “She was so nice in the park.  Maddy and I didn’t think there’d be anything wrong in letting her come up for a few minutes.”
 
   “What happened then?”
 
   “Once she got me in here, she pushed me.  When Maddy came out, she stabbed Maddy in the leg.”
 
   “And she dragged Madison out of here?”
 
   “Not right away.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Clarita starts to sob again.  “She gave Maddy a shot!”
 
   There’s only one kind of shot Clarita can mean.  FY-1978.  That might have made Madison small enough for Vollmer to drag out of here, even if she is just ten or eleven now.  “Shit,” I say.  “Did Vollmer say anything about where she’s going?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where’s Grace at?”
 
   “She went out to get groceries and stuff.”
 
   “Did you call her?”
 
   “No.  I thought you would know what to do.”
 
   I wish to hell I did know what to do.  I’ll have to go out and look for her.  I’m not sure where to start.  Where the hell would Vollmer take Madison?
 
   I hear the front door open.  “Madison?  Clarita?  I’m home,” Grace calls out.  She finds us in Clarita’s bedroom.  “What happened here?”
 
   “Vollmer kidnapped Madison.  She’s gone.”
 
   “Madison’s gone?  How?”
 
   I explain about the knife and the shot of FY-1978.  Grace’s eyes widen.  “You mean—?”
 
   “Probably.  We don’t know how little she is.”
 
   “Where’d she take Maddy?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’m going to find out.”
 
   ***
 
   I’m no surer of where to look for Vollmer than I was a couple of hours ago.  There are so many places where she could be and only one of me.  I could look for the next fifty-five years and not get any closer.
 
   I go back to the hospital to pick Jake’s brain about it.  Along the way I stop for a cup of coffee.  The coffee here tastes like used motor oil, but it has caffeine in it, which is what I need at the moment.  I get two cups, one to bring up to Tess.
 
   She’s in Jake’s room, in the only chair.  She’s been in that chair every minute they’ll let her for the past four days.  She has Jake’s hand in hers while he dozes.  They’ve taken the tube out of his nose since he’s strong enough to breathe on his own.  A week and he’ll get to go home.
 
   “Hello Steven,” she says.
 
   “I brought you something,” I say.  I hand the coffee to her.
 
   “That’s very thoughtful,” she says as if I’m still her little granddaughter, not a man older than her.
 
   “How’s he doing?”
 
   “He’s doing fine,” Jake says.  “He’d be better if someone would give him some fucking peace and quiet.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, Jacob,” Tess says.  “Steven was only asking a simple question.”
 
   “Could you give us a couple of minutes?” I ask Tess.  “I need to ask him something.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I wait until Tess has shuffled off to the waiting room before I sit down in her vacated chair.  He finally opens his eyes, but he doesn’t sit up.  “You get Vollmer yet?”
 
   “No.  I’ve been beating the bushes for four days now.”  If I were still Stacey I’d already be in tears.  The man code doesn’t allow that, so I keep the sobs to myself.  “It gets worse.  She broke into Clarita’s apartment.  She gave Maddy a shot of FY-1978 and then took her.”
 
   “Jesus,” Jake says.  “How the hell did Vollmer get in there?”
 
   “She took another dose too.  Maddy and Clarita didn’t recognize her.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “I don’t have any idea where she’s going to take Maddy.  There are too many fucking places to look and not enough people to do the looking.”
 
   “What about where you busted him last time?” Jake says.
 
   “That’s too predictable.  She won’t go there.”
 
   “Maybe that’s how she’s outsmarting you.  You ever read ‘The Purloined Letter,’ college girl?”
 
   “No.  What’s that?”
 
   “Old detective story by Poe—‘The Raven’ guy.  A guy hides this important letter in plain sight.  No one thinks to look for it there.”
 
   “You sure he didn’t knock something loose in your brain?  When did you start reading books?”
 
   “How do you think I got Tess to marry me?”
 
   “So you think she’s hiding in plain sight?”
 
   “Pretty easy considering no one knows what she looks like.”
 
   “Clarita saw her.  Said she’s ten or eleven with red hair now.”
 
   “That’ll narrow it down.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Jake and I sigh in unison.  “I guess I could go check that place out.  Maybe I’ll get lucky.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 
   ***
 
   I go two more days with no sleep.  There’s no sign of Madison or Vollmer.  I check the obvious places like Jake said.  Nothing.  It’s like the little bitch has disappeared off the face of the Earth.  Of course by now she and Maddy could be most anywhere.  A couple of fake passports and Vollmer could take her anywhere in the world.
 
   Except two kids can’t fly overseas unescorted, especially not with one of them bound and gagged or drugged out of her mind.  A train would be more plausible.  Maybe a bus.  Just to make sure I go to the bus stations and train stations and ask if anyone’s seen two little girls get on board.  Like everything else, I turn up jack.
 
   I return to the hospital to pick Jake’s brain.  He’s up in a recovery room now, a floor above the pediatric wing.  He’s got a roommate now, some old guy with colon cancer who doesn’t seem long for this world.  We have to be more careful with what we say so colon cancer guy doesn’t overhear us.
 
   “Your literary advice wasn’t much help,” I say with my eyes closed to give them a rest.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Steve.  I wish I could be more useful.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I should have got the bitch when I had the chance.”
 
   “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault,” I say.  “Except for bringing Woods and Jefferson along.”
 
   “They were the only ones available who I could bring in on this even somewhat.  Of course I had to be the hero.  That’s where it all went off the tracks.  I wanted to go in there with my gun high and get her to surrender, just like on TV.  Rookie mistake.”  From what Jake says, his plan might have worked except Vollmer had a pistol under her pillow.  Just a .25, not much stopping power, but effective enough when aimed pretty well.  “The little bitch actually took me hostage.  She knew Woods and Jefferson wouldn’t have the stomach to let me die.  She walked right past them with me as her fucking shield.  Then she left me by the stairs and took off.”
 
   And we haven’t seen her since.
 
   My phone rings.  I answer it with my eyes closed again, sure it’s Grace or Clarita to check up on me.  I hear a little girl’s voice, but it’s not Clarita.  “Daddy?”  I open my eyes.  On the screen I see Madison.  She looks just like she did when she was eight or nine, pudgy face with a few scattered freckles, brown hair in a ponytail.  Tears run down her chubby cheeks, which isn’t a surprise.
 
   “Madison?  Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m little again,” she says.
 
   “I know.  I can see you.”
 
   The camera backs up and I see Maddy is tied to a chair.  As the camera continues to back up, another face comes into focus.  This face looks almost like Clarita’s, except the hair is copper and she has more freckles.  “Hi, Fischer.  I’ve been waiting for you.  Should have known you’d be too stupid to figure out where your daughter is.  Or maybe you just don’t care.  Like you didn’t care the last time she was this age.”
 
   “Listen you son of a bitch, when I find you—”
 
   “You aren’t going to find me.”  When Vollmer smiles, it chills my blood to see the evil behind that otherwise sweet face.  “And unless you find me in one hour, darling Madison here is going to die.  But don’t worry, I’ll mail you her cute little body, piece-by-piece.”
 
   “Leave Madison alone.  I’m the one you want.”
 
   “And I already killed you.  Not much point killing you again so soon.  So I’m going to make you suffer.  First sweet little Maddy.  After that, who knows?  Maybe your ex-husband, your old lover, your partner, your grandma; there are so many choices.”
 
   “Vollmer—”
 
   “The clock’s ticking, Fischer.”
 
   The connection cuts off.  “Shit!”
 
   “That son of a bitch,” Jake says.  “It’s not enough to kill random people, now she’s got to make it personal.”
 
   I tune out the rest of what he says while I rewind the video.  I watch it again without sound, to focus on what I can see around Madison and Vollmer.  I do this three more times, before I finally see it:  the chair Maddy sits on.  It’s an antique chair, Victorian or Louis Somethingorother.  I know where I’ve seen it before:  Suzanne Little’s place.
 
   “That bitch.  She lied to me!”
 
   “Well of course Vollmer lied—”
 
   “Not Vollmer.  Suzanne Little.  She said she hadn’t seen Vollmer since sending her packing with some money after the Lennox robbery.  She’s been harboring Vollmer the whole time.”
 
   “Then that’s where we need to go,” Jake says and starts to take off the wires from his arms.
 
   “Jake, you can’t go.”
 
   “The hell I can’t.  Give me your suit coat.  Then we can go get your daughter back.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34
 
   We waste five minutes to get out to the car.  Jake wears hospital scrubs beneath my suit coat.  Another precious minute ticks by while I help him get into the Fairlane.  I could already be on my way if I hadn’t brought him.
 
   As soon as Jake is settled in the car, I press the accelerator to the floor.  I keep my foot down on the accelerator all the way through the city, out to Westdale.  To get there I have to drive in turn lanes, go the wrong way on one-way streets, and mount the curb where there’s nothing else available.  At least we don’t have to worry any cops will stop us with Jake’s red siren on the dashboard.
 
   Even with my frenzied, erratic driving, it takes twenty-five minutes to get to Westdale.  There’s only twenty minutes left to save Madison.  If we can even save her.  Along the way I’ve managed to do a little bit of thinking, to figure out what Vollmer will do.  The good thing is that unlike Artie Luther we don’t have to worry about hired muscle; Vollmer works alone.  Except maybe for Suzanne Little.  After that little performance the last time, it’ll be good to smack her around a bit.
 
   Although I saw that chair in the living room before, I would be surprised if Vollmer had Maddy in there.  Even with the fence and the lawn, someone might spot her up there.  Better to keep her completely out of sight, probably down in the basement.  It’ll also make it harder to storm down there and get her; Vollmer could just shoot anyone who comes down the stairs.
 
   There’s no point in surprise, I know that much.  She’ll be waiting for me.  Even if she doesn’t hear the Fairlane’s loud engine, she will hear me coming down the stairs.  A frontal assault is the only way.  But I have an ace in the hole:  Jake.  Vollmer figures Jake’s out of the fight and that I’ll come alone.  That’s how I did it last time; that’s Steve Fischer’s style.
 
   As we near the gates, I don’t slow down.  “Sorry about this,” I tell Jake.
 
   “Just gives me an excuse to spend more time in the garage,” he says as the Fairlane barrels through the front gate of Little’s mansion.  
 
   I keep the accelerator pressed down all the way up the front driveway.  I could try to run into the front of the house, but against all that old stone from the 1830s the Fairlane wouldn’t do much damage.  I skid to a stop in front of the house.
 
   Jake opens the glove compartment to take out the spare gun he keeps there.  I snatch it away from him.  I take out my .45 and hand it to him.  “She’ll be expecting me to have a gun, so I might as well take the peashooter.”
 
   “You going to surrender yourself?” Jake asks.
 
   “Pretty much.  She’s going to have Maddy down in the basement.  I’m going straight down there.  That’s what she’ll expect.”
 
   “You want me to find another way in?”
 
   “Yeah.  Let’s hope there’s a window or something you can get in through.”
 
   “Sure.”  Jake holds out his hand for me to shake.  “Good luck, Steve.”
 
   “It’s your turn to be the hero, buddy.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I get out of the car and then run into the front doors.  My shoulder screams with pain, but I don’t let it stop me.  I burst through the front doors, into the foyer.  “I’m here, Vollmer!” I shout.  She’s probably already figured that out, so no need to hide it.
 
   From Little’s tour of the place earlier, I know how to get down to the basement.  I take the most direct route, through the empty kitchen.  I could grab a knife, but there’s no point.  Vollmer will search me for weapons once I get down there, if she doesn’t just shoot me on sight.  No, of course she won’t do that.  She wants to make me suffer.  She’ll toy with me, to make me watch Maddy die, unless Jake can bail me out. 
 
   When I open the door to the basement, I hear a little girl cry.  Madison.  My sweet little girl.  Why does she have to get mixed up with this stuff?  First Dr. Ling and now Vollmer.  She didn’t ask for any of it.
 
   “Maddy?” I call out.
 
   “Daddy, watch out!” Maddy says.  “She’s got a gun.”  I hear a crack followed by a shriek of pain from Maddy.  Vollmer just slapped her.  She’ll pay for that.
 
   But not yet.  I come down the stairs with my hands up.  “Here I am, Vollmer.  Now let Madison go.”
 
   I turn my head and see it’s pretty much like I imagined.  Maddy is on that old chair in the center of the basement.  Her face is red and wet with tears and sweat.  She tries to smile, though Vollmer’s stuffed a sock in her mouth so she can’t talk.  She does tilt her head to one side, to point towards a corner.  I can’t see Vollmer, but I know she’s there, hidden behind something.  “Drop the piece, Fischer.  And don’t say you didn’t come with one.”
 
   “Maybe I do have one.  What are you going to do about it?”
 
   “I’ll decorate the basement floor with your daughter’s brains.”
 
   “You realize how ridiculous you sound?  Why don’t you come out so I can give you a spanking?”
 
   Vollmer’s gun clicks.  “You got three seconds, Fischer.”
 
   I reach slowly into my holster to take out Jake’s backup pistol.  I hold it up so Vollmer can see me dump the bullets onto the floor.  Then I toss the weapon towards Maddy.  It lands at her feet.
 
   “What else you got?” Vollmer hisses.
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   “You really are getting soft,” she says.  “Must be all that time as a woman.  But just to be on the safe side, strip.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “You want me to put a bullet in darling Madison’s tummy?”
 
   “You’d better pray I never get my hands on you,” I say and then start to unbutton my shirt.
 
   ***
 
   Once I’m naked—she even had me take off my shoes—Vollmer finally emerges from behind the hot water heater.  The gun looks ridiculously large in her tiny hand.  I’m sure she still knows how to use it; Jake is proof of that.  Vollmer keeps the gun on me while she kicks my clothes farther away from me.
 
   “God, look how gross you are,” she says with an evil grin.  “All that saggy, wrinkled flesh.  And look at that sad little penis flopping there.  When was the last time you used that thing other than to piss?”
 
   “Is that an invitation, Erin?”
 
   “No!  I’m ten.  Boys are yucky.  Especially old ones.”
 
   “You’ve had your fun, now let Madison go.  This is between you and I.”  
 
   “When did we make that deal?”  Vollmer shakes her head; the red braid dances around.  “I said I wanted to make you suffer.  What worse pain can there be than watching your daughter die while you stand here helpless?”
 
   “What do you think’s going to happen after you kill her?” I say to buy time.  “Maybe you can kill me too, but then what?  You’re a ten-year-old girl.  You going to let Suzanne wipe your nose and kiss your boo-boos for the next eight years?”
 
   “Suzanne has problems of her own at the moment.”
 
   “Trouble in paradise, huh?”
 
   “Her usefulness is at an end.”
 
   “Oh really?  You got a new mommy lined up?”
 
   “I don’t need a mommy.  Or a grandma.  I’m not like you.”
 
   “Sure, you can take care of yourself.  You’re a big girl.”  It’s my turn to flash an evil grin.  “How long do you think it’ll be until you’re daydreaming about kissing a boy?  How long until you’re getting jealous of the prettier and more popular girls?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “It’s going to happen.  Not right away, but it’ll sneak up on you.  Before long you’ll be lying on your canopy bed, writing in your diary about some cute boy you want to marry.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   I’ve got her rattled now.  For all Vollmer’s scheming, she wasn’t ready for the effects of FY-1978.  No one can be, not when you look in the mirror and see a completely different person.  Not when the world suddenly becomes so much bigger because you’re a foot or two shorter than you used to be.  Plus all those people who treat you like a child, who pat your head and pinch your cheeks because they think you’re just a kid.
 
   If I can rattle her enough, I might not even need Jake’s help.  “It’s going to be a few years until you can strangle people again.  Look at those tiny mitts of yours.  They could barely strangle a Cabbage Patch Kid.”
 
   “I can too strangle people,” Vollmer says.  “You’ll see when I strangle Maddy.”
 
   “So, what, you’re going to be the Skinhead Strangler, Junior now?  Going to start wringing the necks of little black boys and girls?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I’m sure the press will have fun with that.  They love it when a copycat shows up.  Helps them get ratings and sell papers.”
 
   “I’m not a copycat!”  Her face turns red and tears come to her eyes.  Poor little psychopath.
 
   “You finally outsmarted yourself, Vollmer.  Congratulations.”
 
   She fires the pistol at me.  I can’t dodge bullets, but I don’t need to.  With those tears in her eyes, she misses me by at least six inches.  As I figured, the recoil staggers her scrawny body.  I take full advantage to tackle her to the floor and yank the weapon from her hand.  I flip it around in my hand so I can use the butt to pistol-whip her.  She goes limp on the floor.
 
   I untie Madison from the chair.  As soon as she’s free, she leaps into my arms.  She showers my cheeks with kisses, just like she used to do when she was little.  “I knew you’d come, Daddy!  I knew you’d save me.”
 
   I stroke her hair and say, “It’s all over now, sweetheart.  We’re going to take you home.”
 
   “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   “I love you, honey.”
 
   I hear something rumble in a far corner of the basement.  The furnace?  The sound gets louder and I hear a little girl’s shriek.  It’s not Madison since she still clings to me like a koala and it’s not Vollmer since she’s unconscious.
 
   There’s a louder rumble that’s accompanied by cursing.  Jake’s voice.  I hurry across the basement to see him and a rotund toddler in a heap in the corner of the basement.  When Jake looks up, he’s covered in soot; he must have found the old coal chute.  “About time you got here,” I say.  I shift Madison to one shoulder so I can help Jake stand up.
 
   The toddler gets to her feet too.  Once the soot is wiped from her face, I see a pale little girl with black hair.  She’s probably four years old, but even fatter than Maddy when she was a Chinese toddler.  “Is this Suzanne?” I ask.
 
   “Yes,” she squeaks.
 
   “Vollmer gave you a shot too?  Why?”
 
   “She was mad at me for telling on her.”
 
   “Well you don’t have to worry about her anymore,” I say.
 
   Except I should know that’s not true.  I guess I have gotten soft from those years as Stacey.  Or maybe I was too focused on Maddy.  In either case I should have tied Vollmer up or shot the little bitch instead of assuming I’d knocked her out cold.  And I should have picked up Jake’s backup pistol, along with the bullets.  
 
   I didn’t do any of those things, so I hear the click of a gun being cocked behind me.  I turn around and see Vollmer with Jake’s pistol.  I have just enough time to throw Maddy to my right.  Then I hear the roar of the gun.  Pain blossoms in my chest.  I collapse to the floor.  Another gun barks, this one louder.  It fires three times.  Jake with my gun.  Vollmer won’t escape this time.
 
   As I lie on the floor, Maddy’s face appears over me, her cheeks red and wet.  “Daddy, don’t go.  Please—”
 
   “Sorry, honey,” I manage to get out before my eyes close.
 
   ***
 
   They say your life flashes before your eyes, but I see just one scene.  It was about twenty years ago, the first time Maddy was eight.  Debbie’s dad had a heart attack, so it was up to me to take Madison to her soccer game.  It’s the district championship and as her team’s top goal scorer Maddy has to be there.
 
   I sit in the stands, near the top so I have a good view of the field.  Maddy’s team wears red with blue shorts while the team they play is in blue with black shorts.  I get that from one of the other parents since I haven’t seen Maddy play all season, a source of angst for Maddy and Debbie.  I’d like to be here for every game, but it’s not like criminals take afternoons off to watch their children play.
 
   It’s hard from up here to tell which one is Madison.  There are a bunch of kids on her team with brown hair and they all have ponytails like hers.  It’s embarrassing to have to ask another parent which number my daughter is; I’m a police detective, why didn’t I notice this on the ride over here?  A mother rolls her eyes and says Maddy is number ten.
 
   I focus on number ten in red, to watch Maddy run up and down the field.  As with most soccer games there’s not a lot of scoring.  Not even many shots that get on the goal.  I count two for Maddy’s team and three for the other team, none close to a goal.
 
   When there’s a break in the action for halftime or intermission or whatever they call it, Maddy turns to look up in the stands.  I wave to her and she waves back.  Even from up here I can see how her face lights up to see me there.  The coach puts an arm around her shoulder, and whispers into her ear, probably to tell her to focus on the game.  Prick.  I ought to go down there and tell him to lighten up; they’re just little kids for Christ’s sake.
 
   The teams still don’t score for a while.  Then Maddy charges towards someone on the other team with the ball.  She taps the ball away from the other kid.  She ducks around the kid and gets clear.  From there it’s just her and the ball; she drives towards the other team’s goalie.  I get to my feet, though I’m too nervous even to cheer for her.
 
   I’m so focused on Maddy, I don’t see the kid she stole the ball from close in.  That girl has the same number as her; if her uniform weren’t a different color they’d look like twins.  The kid on the other team runs up beside Maddy and then like it’s roller derby, hip checks her off the ball.  Madison tumbles to the ground and lands hard on one knee.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” I scream.
 
   Apparently the ref agrees with me, because he blows his whistle.  He hands something red to the other girl.  Meanwhile, my little girl doesn’t lie there to cry about her boo-boo; she’s on her feet to talk trash in the other girl’s face.  Her coach has to run out there to pull her back before she can get into trouble.  As for the other girl, she’s escorted off the field.
 
   The mother I asked about Maddy’s number earlier nudges my leg.  She points down to the field, where the ref puts the ball down a few yards in front of the goal.  “She gets a penalty kick now.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “She gets a free shot on goal.”
 
   “Oh,” I say.  Maddy stretches a little and then looks up at the stands.  I wave to her and shout, “You can do it, Maddy!”
 
   She takes a few steps back.  The ref blows the whistle and then she trots forward, towards the ball.  The goalie stays in position, though she’s about as antsy as I am at the moment.  Maddy gets up to the ball and kicks it hard.  
 
   The ball is a line drive that heads for the corner of the goal to Maddy’s right.  The goalie takes a couple of steps towards it before she leaves her feet, to get in front of the ball before it can get into the net.  I can see it in slow motion as the goalie’s fingers reach for the ball.  But she misses it.  The ball sails past her, into the net.
 
   I can hear Maddy’s shrieks all the way up here.  She jumps up and down like she’s just won the Super Bowl or World Series.  Maybe that’s what this is to her.  I simply sag onto my seat, relieved she did it.  My little girl the hero.
 
   There’s more to the game, but it’s anticlimactic.  The other team never gets a goal.  Maddy’s team wins 1-0 when the clock finally stops and the ref signals it’s over.  I look down at the field and see Maddy jump up and down again as she celebrates with her teammates.  If this were a movie I’d be in tears right now, but I’m not.  Maybe I should have, because things were all downhill after that.  I didn’t go to any more of her games and she and Debbie stopped asking me to come.  In two years Maddy’s mom and I divorce and I won’t see Madison again until I’m an eighteen-year-old girl named Stacey.
 
   None of that is important right now.  What’s important right now is I go down to the field.  Maddy breaks away from her teammates to run towards me, ponytail flapping wildly behind her.  She jumps into my arms, unconcerned that her dirty cleats poke me in the sides.  “Daddy, Daddy, did you see it?  Did you see it?”
 
   “I saw it, sweetheart.  You did a very good job.”
 
   Despite what I just said, Maddy describes the goal for me again.  “I knew it would go in.  I knew it!”
 
   “So did I,” I lie.  I put her down on the ground; she’s too heavy and I’m too old to carry her around.  Maddy takes my hand and I give hers a squeeze.
 
   “It’s too bad Mommy wasn’t here to see it.”
 
   “I know, but you can tell her all about it when she gets home.”
 
   “OK.”  We start out for the parking lot.  Along the way, she asks, “Can we go to McDonald’s, Daddy?”
 
   “Sure we can.  You can get whatever you want.”
 
   “Even a Big Mac?”
 
   I tousle her hair and say, “You can get seven Big Macs if you want.”
 
   “Dad-dy, don’t be silly.”
 
   I feel a prick in my neck.  Probably a bee sting.  Fucking bees.  
 
   Except something strange happens:  my entire body goes numb.  I collapse to the ground.  The grass feels really hard here too, almost like concrete.  Maddy’s face looms over me, her cheeks red and wet.  Why’s she crying?  It’s just a bee sting.  “It’ll be OK, Daddy,” she says.  “I love you.”
 
   I want to say something back, but I can’t.  I can’t do anything except pass out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   I open the door to Mac’s office and walk up to the reception desk.  The receptionist looks up at me and squints.  I say, “Tell Dr. Macintosh his wife wants to see him.”
 
   She squints at me a moment longer as she tries to figure it out.  Then she nods.  “Just a minute,” she says.
 
   There are a couple of patients here, but not Jamie and Caleb.  They’ve gone back to Miami, at least for now.  Darren’s gone with them too for a couple of weeks to take a little vacation.  No one knows where Mary Anne is, but she’ll probably turn up when she needs money.  We just have to hope she doesn’t show up in the back of a police car.
 
   “You can go in now,” the receptionist says and motions to the door.
 
   It’s too bad Mac isn’t standing up, because I’d really like to run into his arms, like the night he proposed.  Instead I walk in and try to look dignified.  Mac stands up from behind his desk.  “Stacey?”
 
   “It’s me,” I say.  I smile at him.  “Can’t a wife visit her husband at work?”
 
   “My God,” he says.  “I thought—”
 
   “I know.”  I can’t hold back anymore; I run over to his desk to kiss him the way we did so many times on our honeymoon.  Mac is slow to react, but after a few seconds he kisses me back.  If we weren’t in his office he might pin me down on the carpet to ravage me; he still might do that and God knows I wouldn’t mind.
 
   We finally have to come up for air.  He takes a step back to look me over.  I look pretty much the way I used to when we were together:  the bright red pigtails, the bangs, the red glasses, and the naughty schoolgirl outfit.  He runs a finger along the corners of my eyes and then taps my nose.  “Those are different.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not Chinese anymore,” I say.
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Seventeen-point-seven,” I say.
 
   “Oh, so you’re underage.”
 
   “Shut up and kiss me again.”  He doesn’t need any more prompting.  We kiss again, the same as last time.  This time when we finish, I take his hand and lead him over to the white chairs so we can talk.
 
   I tell him about what happened in Suzanne Little’s basement.  Everything after I got shot I have to go by what Maddy told me.  Apparently I passed out and was almost as dead as Vollmer.  It was Maddy who saved me.  She asked Suzanne where Vollmer kept the FY-1978, if she had any left.
 
   Vollmer did have some left, up in the refrigerator, the vegetable crisper of all places.  When I felt that prick in the neck while I flashed back to Maddy’s soccer game it was actually her to inject me with the FY-1978. “It’ll be OK, Daddy,” she said.  “I love you.”
 
   I woke up later in Clarita’s bedroom.  I had a pretty good idea what had happened when I woke up and saw the breasts against the sheets.  Just to be sure, I crawled out of bed and went over to Clarita’s vanity.  That’s when I saw Stacey again.  Not little half-Chinese Stacey Chance, but the Stacey from when I first woke up as a woman five years ago.  The same long brown hair, the same round blue eyes, the same longish nose, the same five-foot-six height, and the same C-cup breasts.
 
   I talked to Dr. Nath later and she theorized I didn’t turn into a little girl like Clarita, Madison, Vollmer, Suzanne, or even myself before because Maddy gave me the shot as I was near death, just like when Artie Luther gave me that first shot.  She thinks it has something to do with my immune system being weakened from the bullet wound.  Dr. Nath is excited now to begin a new set of experiments based on that hypothesis.  I wouldn’t want to be the one who has to volunteer to have my immune system shut down for the shot.
 
   After a few days I was well enough to be up and around and resume Stacey’s life.  First I went and got my hair dyed red again and retrieved my naughty schoolgirl outfit when I knew Mac wouldn’t be around.  It’s a little snug on me, which only makes it naughtier.  The glasses I had replaced with ordinary glass lenses for effect.  I thought it’d be easier for Mac—and anyone else who knew me—if I look like this.
 
   “You know I don’t care what you look like,” Mac says.
 
   “I was just cushioning the blow a little,” I say.  I take the glasses off now that he knows I don’t need them.  I’m sure sometimes I’ll miss them, but not when I wake up in the mornings and have to scramble to find them.  “I thought you’d been through enough already.”
 
   “Not as much as you.”
 
   I reach across to take his hand.  “I’m sorry about Mary Anne.  Grace told me about it.”
 
   “I’m afraid this is it for her.  I’m going to file the papers to legally adopt Darren.  I’m sure he’ll be glad to have a real mom.”
 
   “Who, me?”
 
   “You are still my wife, aren’t you?”
 
   “Of course.  Til death do we part,” I say.  “I ain’t dead yet.”
 
   He gives me a short kiss on the lips before he hurries over to his desk.  He unlocks a drawer and takes out an envelope.  I know what’s inside it even before he gets down on one knee in front of me.  “Will you marry me, again?” he asks.  He takes the wedding ring out of the envelope.
 
   “Yes,” I say.  I kiss him yet again.  “But we’re not having another wedding.”
 
   “Fine with me.  One was more than enough.”
 
   ***
 
   There is another wedding, just not for me.  It’s taken a long, sometimes painful month, but Maddy is a woman again.  She’s about the same age I am, though old enough for the marriage to be legal according to Dr. Nath.
 
   For all the planning Maddy did on my wedding, hers requires a lot less effort.  It’s not a church wedding, just a civil ceremony at the courthouse.  So I don’t get to walk her down the aisle, which might have been hard for people to understand anyway.  Instead I stand next to Grace, me in a beige dress with a crown of yellow flowers in my red hair and Grace in a pink dress with white flowers atop her hair.
 
   Maddy did insist she wear a wedding dress.  It’s one of those classic fairy tale-style ones, with the long train and tons of ruffles and lace.  She looks gorgeous in the dress, almost like her mother when we got married so long ago.  Whatever Vollmer gave her, when it wore off, she became skinny, more so than when I saw her at the Kozee Koffee five years ago.  If I hadn’t dyed my hair we would look like twins, a fact I find disturbing, but Maddy relishes; she wants us to go out and buy identical wardrobes so we can mess with people.
 
   Except on this day.  On this day she wants to be the center of attention with Grace.  It’s the day Maddy’s dreamed of for years now, when she and Grace will finally be married.  I’m still not sure if I should call them husband and wife or wife and wife or how that’s supposed to go.
 
   Tess holds up Maddy’s train as she makes her way into the little conference room where the ceremony will take place.  The judge is already here in her black robe to make things look more official.  I can already feel the tears start as Maddy sidles up beside Grace.  I didn’t bother to wear eye makeup today; I knew I would bawl like a baby and not just because of the female hormones either.
 
   Clarita takes her place beside Maddy and holds the rings on a white velvet pillow.  Unlike Maddy and I, Clarita is still a child, just twelve years old.  She looks closer to sixteen; her chest has already blossomed, which ought to make her popular whenever she starts school.
 
   There’s no music, just a few stifled coughs as Maddy takes Grace’s hand and faces her.  The judge starts in with the ceremony.  Since it’s on public property there are no Bible verses or mentions of God or anything.  Tess is probably disappointed by that, but this is the only way for Maddy and Grace to get married, so she goes along with it.
 
   They do the standard vows.  Grace takes a deep breath before she says hers.  This is really it, when it all becomes real for her.  There won’t be any going back.  She manages to get through the vows without any trouble.  Maddy has a little trouble with hers because she’s crying too hard.  Tears of joy, I’m sure.
 
   And then it’s over.  The judge tells them they can kiss, as if they need any prompting.  Since they’ve waited so long, they kiss a lot longer than Mac and I did for our wedding.  By the end of it Grace tries to pull away, but Maddy won’t let her go.  Grace finally manages to free herself.  “Sorry, Mrs. Griffith,” Maddy says.
 
   “It’s all right, Mrs. Meredith,” Grace says.
 
   They turn to face the small group of witnesses, who fill the conference room with applause.
 
   ***
 
   The reception is at the Centennial Club, the kind of place where you need a net worth of a few million to rent the place.  Or to be the therapist for a key member’s granddaughter.  That’s part of Mac’s gift and mine for Maddy and Grace.  The rest of it is two tickets to Paris with some spending money.  Not all of that comes from Mac either; I kick in my fair share.
 
   As soon as I walk into the Centennial Club, I get a little jealous Mac and I had our reception at a suburban Radisson instead.  The place is really swanky, all art deco style with crystal chandeliers that cast golden light on the dance floor.  The acoustics in here are amazing from the way the sound bounces off the old walls.
 
   As the closest thing to a best man, I get to toast the happy couple.  “This has been a long time coming,” I say.  “I can’t think of two people who are better-suited to be married than Madison and Grace.  The way they’ve loved each other so completely and passionately is an inspiration to me.  I’m sure they’ll continue to be an inspiration for many years to come.”
 
   We all raise our glasses of champagne to salute Maddy and Grace.  Or glasses of juice for those of us under twenty-one—and Grace.  I know all about her secret since Mac was intimately involved.  After my toast, Grace remains standing to give her wedding gift to Madison.
 
   Before she speaks, she gives me a hug, maybe to thank me for the toast or maybe to help give her courage for what she has to say now.  “Thank you, Stacey for being such a good friend to us all these years.  Such a good friend that you’d even loan your husband to us so we can make our other dream come true.”
 
   She turns to Madison and takes her hands.  From the way Maddy’s face pales, I think she already knows what’s happening.  “Madison and I are going to have our first child in eight months,” Grace says and puts a hand on her stomach.
 
   “Are you serious?” Maddy asks.  “When—?”
 
   “I would never joke about this.”  Grace guides one of Maddy’s hands to touch her stomach, where a new life is forming, a new life made by Grace and Mac while Madison was still growing up.  With all that FY-1978 in her, we knew Maddy couldn’t get pregnant, which left it up to Grace.  Since we had talked about it at the hospital, she had decided to go through with it.  Mac was more than willing to help her with it.  They only needed one night to make it happen, thank God.  
 
   Now that the news has sunk in, Madison gets to her feet.  She jumps up and down just like she did on that soccer field twenty years ago.  It’s not really dignified to do that in a wedding dress, but Maddy doesn’t care and neither do I.  Today both of her wishes have come true:  she’s married Grace and she’ll be a mommy—or maybe a daddy.  No matter what, she’ll be a better parent than her father.  Madison will never abandon her child for twelve years and she’ll never sleep with her child’s lover, not like me. 
 
   The announcement makes the lousy food a lot easier to take.  Since Maddy and Grace are vegetarians, we can’t have anything with meat in it.  They can say what they want, but tofu does not taste like chicken or fish or beef or pork; it tastes like week-old mayonnaise to me.  I stick to the vegetable curry, though it makes my eyes water even more so.  
 
   Jake sits on the other side of me; he picks at his food without eating much of it.  “So how’s retirement?” I ask him.
 
   “Fine, so far.  Of course I’m in the garage most of the time.  Out of the line of fire.”
 
   Tess slaps his arm gently.  “Jacob, don’t talk about the girls like that.”
 
   “I thought this one and the bride here were bad.  You should see these two.  It’s like cats and dogs, all the time.”
 
   Right on cue, a little girl shrieks, “That’s mine!  Give it back.”
 
   Suzanne Little is still little, at least in terms of age and height.  She’s about eight now and still rotund, almost a hundred pounds.  Tess tries to get her to lose weight, but it’s not easy when Suzanne’s body continues to grow.  At the moment her round face is red and stained with tears as she tries to reach the cookie Clarita took from her plate.  
 
   “It’s not like you need it, you fat pig,” Clarita says and pops the cookie into her mouth with triumph.
 
   That sets Suzanne into a full tantrum.  “No fair!  That was mine!”
 
   Before the tantrum can get too bad, Tess hurries over to scoop Suzanne up—a difficult feat with how portly Suzanne is—and to scold Clarita.  “I’m sorry,” Clarita mumbles.
 
   It’s hard to believe a few months ago one was a top biochemist and the other one of the wealthiest women in the city.  “We got our work cut out for us,” Jake says.
 
   “If you ever need a babysitter, just give me a call,” I say as I watch Tess carry a still sobbing Suzanne out of the room.
 
   After most of us have finished, Maddy and Grace get up for their first dance as a couple.  The DJ plays “Angel” by Sarah McLachlan, which is their song.  They’re better at dancing than Mac and I; they practically float across the dance floor.  By now maybe Maddy is floating on air.  
 
   Some people, especially Debbie, are probably confused when I come out onto the dance floor for the next song.  It’s the same Cole Porter song Jake and I danced to for my wedding.  Since I’m still hopeless at dancing, we mostly sway to the music, Maddy’s head on my shoulder.  “I’m glad you could be here, Daddy,” she whispers.
 
   “So am I.”  I kiss Maddy on the cheek.  “I love you, kid.”
 
   “I love you too, Daddy.”
 
   “You enjoy the rest of your day now.  And the night too.”
 
   “Dad-dy—”
 
   “I know.  I’m just teasing.”
 
   When the song ends, I get to meet my ex-wife for the first time as a woman.  She’s a lot older than the last time I saw her back when I was still a man.  She’s dyed her hair a chestnut red that looks more natural than mine and is cut shorter.  From being an old woman briefly, I can tell her breasts are saggy within the silver dress she wears and I can see the wrinkles beneath her makeup.  Part of me rejoices that she’s finally gotten what she deserves, but most of me still remembers the good times we had, before everything went sour.
 
   “Mom, this is my best friend Stacey,” Maddy says.
 
   “That was a very nice toast you gave,” Debbie says.  She doesn’t seem to recognize me, and why should she?  She hasn’t seen me for years and I looked a lot different back then.  “Madison says you’re a singer?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I say.  It’s a little strange to address my ex-wife like that, but at the moment I’m more than thirty years younger than her.  “My first album comes out next year.”
 
   “How exciting,” Debbie says.
 
   “It is.”
 
   We’re saved from awkward conversation when the next song comes on, this one for Maddy and Debbie.  I switch to Grace, since her mother is dead.  “Are you feeling all right?” I ask.
 
   “I was a little nauseous this morning, but it’s OK now.”
 
   “That’s good.  I bet it’s going to get a lot worse over the next few months.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.”
 
   “Thank you for doing this for Madison,” I say.  “It means a lot to her.”
 
   “It’ll do me good too,” she says.  “A fresh start.”
 
   “I hope you’re planning to move.”
 
   “I’m sure Madison will want to.  She’ll probably start looking through the classifieds once we’re in the limo.”
 
   “She does get a little carried away sometimes.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s what I love about her,” Grace says.
 
   I watch Maddy dance with her mother, about as effortlessly as with Grace, and I nod.  “Me too,” I say.
 
   As the music dies down, the DJ gets on the microphone to say, “We have a special treat for you all.  The maid of honor has consented to sing a few songs.  Stacey, come on up here.”
 
   I take that as my cue to mount the stage.  We’ve worked this out ahead of time.  I grab the guitar case that’s been hidden on the stage and take the instrument out.  I sit down on a stool, and strum a few chords to make sure it’s in tune.  Then I pull the microphone closer.  “Hi everyone.  I wrote this for the special person in my life on our wedding day.  I’d like to sing it again for Madison and Grace on their wedding day.  It’s called, ‘When You Found Me.’”
 
   My guitar playing has actually improved since I became a woman again; this Stacey Chance’s fingers are longer and more agile than before.  That allows me to play all the chords.  It’s not as good as in the studio with a whole band, but it still sounds great, especially in the Centennial Room.
 
    
 
   I used to be so unwise
 
   I didn’t want to see
 
   You opened up my eyes
 
   And taught me to be me
 
    
 
   Maddy and Grace get back together for another dance.  Tess convinces Jake to get out on the dance floor, bad shoulder and all.  There’s Darren with Jamie, who’s come up from Miami for the occasion.  I’m more surprised to see her brother Caleb dance with Clarita.  Well, the way she looks now it’s not that much of a surprise.
 
   Since she doesn’t have any other partner, Debbie dances with Mac.  It’s strange to see my ex-wife dance with my husband.  If I were the literary type, I’d find it symbolic to have my old life and my new life come together in this way.  Since I’m not, all I can think is, What a long, strange trip it’s been.
 
   And it’s not over yet.  Not by a long shot.
 
    
 
   THE END
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