

[image: image]





Little Girls Lost

J.A. KERLEY




[image: publisher logo]







Dedication

To my son, John, proof that evolution can make dazzling leaps




Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Other Books By

Copyright

About the Publisher



1


The Gumbo King is stepping out, and all the pretty women gonna jump and shout



Her eight-year-old heart pounding, Jacy Charlane crouched behind a table of turnips and tomatoes in front of the small grocery and watched the Gumbo King approach. He was singing, his king-sized voice bouncing between storefronts and apartments on the four-lane avenue.


The Gumbo King, hes so fine, kissing all the women and blowing their minds.



The Gumbo King was a white man, big, but not fat. He was wearing a yellow felt crown and a purple vest. His tee shirt and jeans were black. Jacy found it strange that if the Gumbo King wasnt singing, you never heard him coming, like cotton balls were glued beneath his shoes.

Whenever the Gumbo King turned his brown eyes on Jacy Charlane, they stole her voice and turned her knees to pudding. The Gumbo King was scary, and in the past shed always run when she saw him coming.

But today was different: Someone in the city was stealing little girls. Gone, like theyd been snatched by goblins. One disappeared last week. Another got took just last night. People were whispering about it on the street.


The Gumbo King is struttin down the street

all them gumbo lovers know Gumbo Kings got the treats



Jacy thought a king might be able to help find the girls. Especially one who owned his own place to eat and a humungous window sign with THE GUMBO KING written in red light beside a flashing gold crown.

The Gumbo King walked closer. Jacy swallowed hard and stepped from behind the table, blocking the king on the sidewalk. He stopped singing. Jacy felt the Gumbo Kings shadow stop the sun.

Youre that Charlane girl, arent you? a voice boomed from up where birds flew. Jacy, is it?

Excuse me, Mister King, but two little girls are disappeared and please sir you would Highness your help

Jacy felt the rehearsed words crash together in her mouth. She closed her eyes to hide. The Gumbo King rapped the top of Jacys head with a knuckle.

Knock, knock, girl. I know youre in there. I command you to speak to the Gumbo King.

Jacy pressed her palms against her eyes. She felt the sun return to her shoulders and when she opened her eyes the Gumbo King was walking away, singing again.


So if youre aching and empty and dont know what to do, call the Gumbo King and hell see you through.



Jacy felt like crying, ashamed she was too scared to talk to a king. She ran home and closed herself in her room, thinking to herself

Who steals little girls? What do they do with them?
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Detective Carson Ryder traced his latex-gloved finger slowly over the mattress, as if reading in Braille. His eyes were closed, his head canted in concentration, intensifying the impression of a blind man searching for messages. After a few moments he sighed and pushed black hair from his forehead, opening his eyes to survey the small, dank-smelling room.

Like most in the neighborhood, the cramped apartment was furnished on povertys budget: bare bulb in the ceiling, three-legged chair in a corner, torn paper curtains at the windows. The bed was a mattress on the floor, sheet pulled aside, amoebic shapes staining its surface.

A battered chest of drawers flanked the mattress, the red leg of a pair of tights drooping from a drawer like a wind sock on an airless day. Atop the chest sat a photograph in a listing frame, a black girl, eight or nine, whimsical twigs of hair poking from her head. She had laughing eyes and a smile one tooth shy of perfection.

My baby, youve got to find my baby, a woman wailed from outside the bedroom, her voice rising toward hysteria.

Where were you last night, Ms Shearing? a policewoman questioned. What time did you get in? When did you last see LaShelle?

The woman replied with a sound like a keening gull. Ryder closed the door. Another minute and the woman would be screaming.

Is it blood? Ryder asked the bespectacled, rope-skinny black man crouched beside the mattress, his tie flung over his shoulder.

Old blood, deputy chief of Forensics Wayne Hembree said, lifting a mattress button and studying its underside with a penlight. Hell, Carson, this mattress has probably been around since the Battle of Mobile Bay. Nosebleeds. Menses. God knows what.

Ryder let his eyes drift to the window, morning sun backlighting brick tenements across the street. A sultry day promised and being delivered, continuing a late-September heatwave as hot and fetid as lions breath. Right on schedule the woman started screaming. Hembree winced and turned his moon-round face to Ryder.

You see the kitchen window, the grating torn away?

Ryder nodded.

Think this is another one, Carson? Hembree asked. Abduction?

Yes, Ryder thought. But didnt allow the word to reach his lips. He opened the door to the hall outside the small apartment. It was quiet, the woman escorted away. He turned and shot a final glance at the mattress. Sunlight beamed through the window, lighting dust motes in the air. They drifted to the bedding like pinpoint flares.

You leaving, Carson? Hembree asked.

Ryder froze. Is that a loaded question, Bree?

The techs eyes narrowed behind thick eyeglass lenses. Its been a crazy couple of months. But itll all settle out for the best. Forget the politics and do your job.

Squills back and in charge of the department, Ryder said, walking out the door. And what the hell is my job any more?

Every morning at daybreak the Gumbo King whisked white flour into hot oil to create roux, the heart of gumbo, the stew-thick concoction of meats, seafood, vegetables and spices that was the gustatory equivalent of a religious experience in South Louisianans. There was light roux the color of café au lait to let the delicate sea-taste of shrimp and crab shine through. For the middle roux, he let the flour touch the color of pecan skin, best for chicken. And finally, his favorite, the dark roux. The color of chicory coffee with a teaspoon of cream dribbled in, the dark roux needed sturdy counterpoint: andouille sausage, tasso ham. Shrimp and crab were nearly overwhelmed by the dark roux, but left hints against the gravy-thick sauce, playing their notes.

Gumbo was a matter of balance and harmony. Nothing more. But nothing less, either.

Behind the roux skillets, shrimp heads, chicken carcasses and vegetables bubbled in large pots. When the broths reduced to essences, the Gumbo King orchestrated the days gumbos, his wooden spoon a maestros baton on a four-count beatstir, spice, taste, frown. When the frown turned to a smile the gumbo was ready.

The first bowls appeared in the servers window shortly after eleven a.m., and the steaming parade of gumboplus brown bags of carryoutcontinued until early evening. After the last diners drifted out, the Gumbo King swept and mopped the sixteen-table dining room. He poured leftover gumbo into plastic tubs and drove six blocks to a soup kitchen, Charitys Hand Mission, where the gumbo joined other donations in feeding the neighborhoods destitute.

On his fourth trip, a year back, hed watched in horror as Father Tim, the adolescent-faced Jesuit who shepherded the mission, poured three different gumbos together before closing them in the refrigerator.

You cant treat gumbo that way, the Gumbo King snarled. Its discordant.

Its simply gumbo, the priest said.

Hash is simple, gumbo is art.

Mixing saves time; theres less to clean, Father Tim reasoned.

Then pour everything, gumbo, bread, crackers, Jell-O, juice, coffee, into a tub and ladle it into cups. Think of all the time that would save.

Before Father Tim could concoct a suitably Jesuitical response, the Gumbo King went for the priests belly.

Have you tried my gumbo? he asked innocently.

Theyre all incredible, Father Tim said. Though my favorite is

So you grab yours before theyre slopped together?

While the priest considered how much of a corner hed backed into, the Gumbo King folded his arms, closed his eyes, and waited.

Youre right, Father Tim decided. No mixing.

Amen, said the Gumbo King.
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Ryder left the apartment to Hembree and the techs from Forensics. He passed a fingerprint technician dusting the door frame.

Uh, Carson, the tech said. About Harry. I just want to say again how sorry we all are, and how much

Ryder waved the words away, not now. The man understood and resumed his task. Ryder opened the front door of the building to find the sun had lit the sky to crystalline blue. He walked on to the stoop with the techs words echoing in his head, wishing Harry Nautilus was with him, that the pair could sit on Ryders deck, watch the gulf waves, and get deep under the hood of these horrific abductions.

But there was no Harry Nautilus. The loss of his long-time partner was devastating. When added to the reappearance of Terrence Squill as acting chief of police

You, Mr Policeman!

An angry voice pulled Ryder from the dark tumble of his thoughts.

You, Mr Policeman. Yes, you. A third black child disappeared into nowhere, right?

Ryder halted on the stoop, sun-blind, blinking toward the source of the artificially loud voice.

Third child? he asked, locating the voice: Reverend Damon Turnbull in the bed of a blue pickup, bullhorn in hand. A news van pulled to the curb. A crowd began forming around the diminutive black preacher in the cream-colored suit.

Mr Policeman dont even know how many girls been stolen, Turnbull sneered to the crowd. He aimed the bullhorn back toward Ryder. Let me help you remember. One year ago little Darla Dumont, eleven years old, disappeared and nothin was ever found of her. A week back Maya Ledbetter was stole right off the street. Then last night LaShelle Shearing was slipped right out of this here apartment.

Ryder winced. Hed been so absorbed in the two recent abductions hed not included Darla Dumont in his count. Her investigation was ongoing, and her case was naturally being compared to the latest abductions, but his omission of Darla in the tally made him look foolish.

I know about Darla. Its just that weve been concentr

Turnbull wasnt interested. He turned to the crowd.

Someone snuck another black child away. What happens to the mother? Stuck in a police car and hauled off like a criminal.

Ryder stared across the flood of faces, puzzled by how everyone seemed to have materialized from nowhere. Thered been no over-the-air communications; the woman had called in the missing child from a public phone. Ryder had been a block away in the cruiser of uniformed Sergeant Roland Zemain, discussing a recent domestic homicide. Notice of the potential abduction arrived via the computer in Zemains cruiser and the pair had run silent to the address. Only the recent arrival of the crime-scene van gave indication of a problem. A few cops and techs knew. The mayor had probably been notified. That ought to have been it.

Howd Turnbull and the media get here so fast? Ryder wondered.

Wheres your voice, Mister Detective? Turnbull called above the crowd, a gold-ringed finger pointing like an accusation. And wheres that little girls mama?

The mother had been taken to headquarters for further questioning, her answers incomplete and evasive, soaked in the guilt of someone whod spent the night elsewhere, leaving her child alone.

Ryder said, Shes been taken in for questioning. Its routine.

Turnbull spun to the people on the street, his face smeared with indignation. You think they take white mamas to the police station to ask them questions? You think thats what white folks think is routine?

The crowd growled the negative.

We need more information, Ryder said, embarrassed by his voice, no match for the preachers resonant baritone, a voice larger than the man himself.

Turnbull waved his arms high, commanding silence.

A white baby girl disappears, how many police they put on the trail of that child?

A hundred, yelled a voice from the crowd.

Ever damn one of em, said another.

Were investigating, Ryder called out, trying to keep his rising confusion from his words. Were looking into everything.

Sergeant Zemain appeared at Ryders side. I called for backup, Carson. Maybe we should haul ass while the streets still copasetic. If they got no one for Turnbull to aim them at, thingsll chill. Otherwise Zemain nodded at the far end of the block, men stepping from doorways, old women hobbling their way.

Save our babies, Turnbull chanted. Save our The crowd picked it up, fists pounding the beat against the air. Angry men pushed to the front, a dozen feet from the cops and closing. Ryder debated unholstering his weapon.

Stop!

The preachers voice cut the air. The crowd slowed, eyes skimming between Ryder and Turnbull.

People! Stop where you are. I said stop, yall! Weve said our piece for now. Stand back, let them by.

Distant sirens grew louder.

Easy does it, Carson, Zemain whispered. The pair walked forward as the crowd grudgingly parted. A man with arms like fire hoses spat at Ryders feet. A woman so old her face seemed mummified stared as though Ryder was the source of all trouble in the world. A professorial black man studied Zemain and said, Looking snowy white today, Uncle Tom.

Three cruisers screeched on to the sidewalk, cops with batons pushing toward Ryder and Zemain.

Stay calm, people, Turnbull ordered. Dont start no trouble cuz itll just fall back on us. Lets dont start hurting ourselves.

Cordoned by uniforms, Ryder slipped into a cruiser beside an overweight fifty-ish patrolman known as Weez. Weez chuckled. Nice crowd, Ryder. You passin out free ribs or something?

They pulled away through a barrage of curses. Ryder turned to see the crowd slowly dispersing, angry, mistrustful eyes on both sides.

It wasnt how Harry Nautilus would have handled it, Ryder thought.

ninety-goddamn-eight, ninety-goddamn-nine, one-fucking-hundred.

Rose finished his standing curls, bent his knees and returned fifty pounds of barbell to the floor. He plucked a towel from the weight bench and sopped sweat from his armpits before wiping his face. He undid the lifting belt and let it drop, kicking it into a corner cluttered with clothes and nutrition-bar wrappers. His thumbs slipped beneath the band of his jockstrap and stretched it open to ventilate his matted genitals.

Rose looked out the window at a rising sun backlighting live oaks hung with Spanish moss. Feeding Time. He slipped on gray sweats and went to the kitchen to make peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, pushing aside a stack of Powerlifter Monthly. He tried to avoid touching the peanut butter; it was oily with fat and he was afraid it would somehow creep under his flesh. Though Rose was five-eleven and weighed two hundred and thirty-five pounds, he had the body fat of a competition whippet.

The sandwiches completed, he poured two cans of Vita-Pro Energizing Power Shake into a Tupperware pitcher and whisked in three raw eggs. Healthy food grew healthy bodies. The sandwiches went into a paper sack with the drink mixture.

Rose walked out the back door of the wooden bungalow, squinting in the sunlight. Though he lived in an ageing subdivision, the planning haphazard and dictated by surrounding wetland, Roses house stood alone, the nearest neighbor thirty yards distant and separated by a thicket of pines and water oaks. His yard was plank-fenced to six feet.

A chevron of pelicans passed overhead as Rose went to a barrel-wide shaft, hatched and secured by a heavy marine lock. The shaft descended to a submerged steel tank resembling a dwarf submarine, ten feet long, five wide, six tall. It was a hurricane shelter, a place to ride out a storm in an emergency.

Rose descended steel rungs to a chamber lit by a solitary 40-watt bulb. Two girls huddled like kittens on a cot at the far end of the cylinder. Maya Ledbetter, the one whod been there a week, was mewing softly, LaShelle Shearing, the one picked up late last night, tried to burrow beneath the wadded blankets. The girls were restrained with lengths of clothesline knotted to the cot, the cot bolted to the floor.

Mister Breakfasts here, Rose sang in a wispy falsetto. Hes got goodies for your bellies

He crept forward. Mayas eyes filled with fright. She retreated to the farthest corner of the cot. Rose set the sandwiches on a TV tray.

Come out, come out wherever you are, LaShelle, he prompted the crying girl. Its peanut butter and jelly. Everybody likes PB&J, right?

The girl burrowed deeper beneath the covers.

Rose traded the full pitcher of shake mix for the empty one in the cooler beside the bed, then bagged the leavings in the travel toilet and replaced the liner. He turned to leave, liner bag and empty pitcher in hand. Before ascending he turned to study the terrified girls.

He wanted to stay and talk. But hed been ordered to perform his tasks and get out. Rose willed himself to ascend the rungs. He returned to the house and set the full toilet bag on the floor in the shower, ignoring it through three sets of curls and two hundred crunches.

Then he was back in the bathroom, peering into the bag, fascinated by all things female.
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Four in the afternoon and seven cops plus Ryder surrounded the long table in the administrative conference room: Terrence Squill, the acting chief of police, Deputy Chief Carl Bidwell, and captains Roy Grady and Bobby Harlan.

Lieutenant Tom Mason, Ryders immediate supervisor, was there, as was Roland Zemain. Coal black and the approximate build of a Humvee, Zemain had been the ranking uniform on the scene and his street sense was unquestioned. For years the department had tried to move him into plainclothes or administration and hed been as unyielding as titanium rebar.

The street beats on me one day, kisses me the next, Zemain had once explained to Ryder. Its a love-hate thing, and when the hate steps in front, Ill get out.

The seat beside Squill went to Commander Ainsley Duckworth, who didnt sit on the chair as much as absorb it, a man who looked fat from a block away, imposing at a half-block, with the last twenty feet making people wish theyd chosen the other side of the street. Part of it was the eyes, small and hard and tucked beneath a ponderous sheet of brow. Another was his mouth; too small to enclose his teeth, they seemed permanently bared.

Beside Duckworth was Bobby Myers from Internal Affairs. Ryder figured the whippy, rat-faced Myers was there to run errands for Squill or Duckworth, taking orders being Myerss sole talent. Myers was gnawing on his fingernails as if something tasty was stuck beneath them.

When everyone was settled, coffee, pens and notepads on the table, Squill stopped studying his nails and trained eyes as blue as acetone flames on Ryder.

So, Ryder, when were you made spokesman for the department? I forget.

I was hoping to calm the crowd. Explain that we were working on the abductions.

I can tell how well they believed you. Especially with Turnbull making you sound like some mealy-mouth crossing guard.

What gets me is, where did they come from? Ryder said. Turnbull, the crowd?

What are you talking about?

Zemain cleared his throat. Detective Ryder was in my cruiser, Chief. I was giving him street skinny on that domestic last weekwife spread hubbys brains across the kitchen with the skillet? The call about the gone girl came over the computer. We ran silent, didnt park directly out front.

Ryder leaned forward. No one was nearby on the sidewalk, Chief, nobody in the hall. If the mother told the neighbors, you couldnt tell. I was under the impression she came home from a night of partying, found the empty bed, and called 911.

Squill rubbed the short salt-and-pepper hair at his temples and glared.

So the hell what?

Ryder said, Howd Turnbull find out? The mother seemed too disoriented to think about calling a preacher; it doesnt fit.

Squills cold voice sank to sub-zero. What does it matter? It happened. Ill tell you what mattersa half-hour ago I had to report to the goddamn mayor. You ever have to stand in front of that sanctimonious bitch and explain not only why three girls are missing without a trace, but why our own detectives are creatingwhats the word she used?discord in the black community?

No, sir, Ryder said, thinking, How come all the assholes fall up?

Of course not; thats my job. Your job is creating confrontations.

It wasnt a confrontation, Chief, Zemain said. It was a difference of opinion with a couple rough edges.

Squill speared Zemain with a glance. Guess what, Sergeant? Its my ass that gets used to sand them down.

Ryder said, Im still trying to figure how Turnbull got there so fast.

Christ, Ryder, Squill said, shaking his head, are you a detective or a parrot? Give it a rest.

The room fell silent. Squill said, OK. Lets move on to some real police work. Anybody have anything new? Somebody tell me yes.

Deputy Chief Bidwell, head of the uniformed division, sighed. Weve got guys rousting peds and working snitches, but nothing so far.

Anything from Forensics? MEs office?

Grady from Investigative cleared his throat and leaned forward. The perp entered though the alley-side kitchen window, no easy job.

Why? Squill said.

The window was grated but the grate was popped off. The bars were stuck in concrete. Forensics says it probably took a heavy prybar and a lot of strength.

A mechanical device? Hydraulic jack? Squill asked.

There werent any scratch marks where it would have been anchored, but that doesnt rule it out.

Wouldnt it have made a racket coming off?

Zemain said, The apartments next to the Zanzibar Lounge. Jukebox always cranked to the max. You could fire a cannon in the alley and no oned hear it.

Squill rolled his eyes. Ive got whata hundred years experience in this room? And whats this team of giants brought me? A prybar theory.

Grady said, Somethings got to break soon, Chief. Were going to

Squill cut him off with an upraised palm. Heres the way it is, Captain. The blacks are pissing on the mayors shoes, the mayors pissing on my shoes. Guess whose shoes Im getting ready to piss on?

When no one volunteered an answer, Squill stood, making no attempt to conceal his disgust. Thats it, gentlemen; dismissed. How about you get out there and try some police work?

Pure Squill, Ryder thought as he watched the cops file out, police work as urination. In the two months Squill had been acting chief, Ryder had yet to hear him utter a single encouragement, a solitary well done. He led through intimidation and innuendo, put-downs and politics. I dont walk past Squill, the generally fearless Zemain once confessed, without some Kevlar over my back.

Will I be able to survive? Ryder wondered.
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Truman Desmond fought to keep from smacking the kid upside the head. The boy was crossing his eyes and sticking out his tongue as Truman tried to focus his camera.

Thats funny, Truman said. I cant wait until your mama sees your school picture.

That did the trick, Truman noted in his eyepiece, the little monster sucking in his tongue and blinking moronically into the lens. Truman pressed the shutter release and the flash popped.

I think my eyes was closed, the kid protested.

They were open, Truman said. Youre done.

They felt closed.

Truman looked toward the teacher, a portly woman with thick glasses. She was at the door on the far side of the room and looking down the hall.

Git, Truman spat at the kid, who grudgingly slid from the stool and joined the others lining the outside hall. Thats it, Truman called to the teacher. Im finished with your class.

Wait, the teacher said. Truman heard running footsteps and a tiny, slender girl ran into the room, her arms stacked with books.

I was at the library, the girl said. I forgot the time.

Truman stared at the girl. The recognition was instant, like a bolt of clear lightning.

She was a Keeper.

Truman rolled his camera in his hands, pretending to study something. He pushed stringy blond hair from his forehead and looked at the teacher with apology in his eyes.

Doggone. Ive got to recharge. How about I send her back when Im done? Just take a sec.

She knows the way, the teacher said, and led the class from the small locker room hastily designated as photo studio.

Have a seat, little miss, Truman said. Do you need help getting up? The stools kind of high.

I can get it. The girl clambered up on the stool set before the dappled background.

Whats your name, dear? Truman said, eyes moving between his camera and subject. You could fall into that smile, and those eyes are so huge.

Jacy. Jacy Charlane.

How old are you, Jacy Charlane?

Nine. Almost.

Truman held the camera at waist level and clicked off two shots without flash.

I didnt get ready, the girl said.

Im not taking pictures, dear. This is part of recharging the camera.

Oh. Sorry.

Truman knelt on the floor and took two more up-angling pictures.

Still recharging? Jacy asked.

Truman smiled and stood. He slipped the camera into the tripod.

Say cheese, Miss Jacy Charlane.

Everybody says cheese. Can I say something different?

I dont know, sweetie. It says in the rule book everyones supposed to say cheese. I dont want to get in trouble.

No one will know but you and me.

Truman studied Jacy and tapped his chin. I think youre too much to one side. Tilt your head just the tiniest bit, dear. No, more. Wait, too much. Let me help.

Truman walked over and tilted Jacys head a few degrees. He leaned back and checked, then smoothed her hair, his fingers grazing her neck.

Jacy said, Im telling.

Truman felt his throat tighten. What did you say, dear? he rasped.

I said Im gonna tell everybody.

Tell everybodywhat?

Jacy giggled. That youre the best Picture Man ever. The old one was a sourpuss.

Truman closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. He looked out the door. No one there. He drew the door shut and jogged to his camera.

Thats a pretty dress, Jacy. Pull it up a teensy bit more and show those pretty knees. Maybe put your feet on the top rung.

Isnt it just faces in the pictures?

It helps me focus. Do you always ask so many questions? Truman zoomed the lens and snapped shots as he spoke.

Aunt Nike says question everything. I live with her.

A smart woman. And with an interesting name, too. Is she named after

Everybody thinks shes named after shoes. Shes named after a famous lady from a long time ago. Her name came from her papa, who drew pictures they make houses from. It means something like always a winner.

Too cool. Do you live with Aunt Nike in a house or an apartment? Wait. Dont move. These are practice shots.

An apartment.

Truman said, I dont know if Id feel as safe in an apartment as a house. Are you ever alone there? Like at night?

Sometimes Aunt Nike has to be out. But she built cages over the windows and has big locks on the door. A board to jam it shut, too.

Good for her. What kind of work does Aunt Nike do?

She paints pictures when she feels good. Sometimes shessick and cant paint.

Im sorry to hear that. Does Aunt Nike work at home? That would be nice for you guys.

When she works shes always at home. In the room with her paint stuff.

My mama used to work at home. Sometimes I wanted to get off and be all alone. Do you like to be alone now and then, Jacy?

Sometimes I go to a special place.

Truman heard the squeak of sneakers and clickety-click of hard shoes, the next class walking down the hall.

Tell me about your special place, Jacy. And straighten your skirt. Hurry.

The little park at the end of my street. Theres a bench in the shade and I like to read books there after school.

A park bench in the afternoon? Cool.

The door opened to an ancient woman with a face like a prune, blue photography forms in her hand. She looked at Truman like he was a bug.

Room 130, the woman snapped. Youre ready for us, right?

Truman bent over his camera and turned on the flash. One more shot. Here it comes, Miss Jacy. Say cheese.

Pickle!

Jacy giggled and winked at Truman before jumping from the stool and skipping away into the hall. Truman giggled as well, but deep inside himself, where the prune-faced bitch couldnt hear.
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