
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
NIKKI BLUE: SOURCE OF TROUBLE






By Jack Chaucer

Copyright Jack Chaucer 2015

Smashwords Edition: ISBN 9781310696633






This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this ebook with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this ebook and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite
ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.






Cover art by Damon Za.






Discover other titles by Jack Chaucer:

Queens are Wild

Streaks of Blue (Nikki #1)











INDEX

PART 1: All Nikki Janicek’s Point of View

CHAPTER 1: Enterprise Story

CHAPTER 2: Weirdos Make the World Go Round

CHAPTER 3: Hot Tip

CHAPTER 4: Silver Sands

CHAPTER 5: Busted in Bridgeport

CHAPTER 6: 25 Grand

CHAPTER 7: Money Trail

CHAPTER 8: Coffee in the Lobby

CHAPTER 9: The Other Kind of Auditing

CHAPTER 10: Rainbows and Unicorns

CHAPTER 11: Your Enemy’s Enemy

CHAPTER 12: World Cup Breakup






PART 2

CHAPTER 13, Adam Upton’s POV:
Lion and Truth

CHAPTER 14, Roger Janicek’s
POV: Captain Rookie

CHAPTER 15, William Osborne’s
POV: Howl at the Moon

CHAPTER 16, Steve Pearson’s
POV: Nikki Blue

CHAPTER 17, Nikki: Earth Wing

CHAPTER 18, Nikki: Mars Wing

CHAPTER 19, Nikki: “I Crashed My Car Into The Bridge … I Love It!”

CHAPTER 20, William:
Cruise Missiles

CHAPTER 21, Nikki: Adam Bomb

CHAPTER 22, William:
Nikki Beach

CHAPTER 23, Nikki: Loveless Fascination






PART 3

CHAPTER 24, Adam: Channel 77

CHAPTER 25, Nikki: Cape Town or Crash

CHAPTER 26, Nikki: A World Without Guns

CHAPTER 27, Nikki: Boundaries

CHAPTER 28, Adam: Bury the Truth

CHAPTER 29, William:
Premature Wisdom

CHAPTER 30, Adam: Go to Jail, Collect $20K

CHAPTER 31, William:
Jarring Threat

CHAPTER 32, Roger: The Graduate

CHAPTER 33, Nikki: Nikki Sapphire

CHAPTER 34, Steve: Trojan Horse

CHAPTER 35, Nikki: So Human, So Alien







PART 4

CHAPTER 36, Steve: The Interview

CHAPTER 37, Nikki: Dead-end Street

CHAPTER 38, Adam: Book Brawl

CHAPTER 39, Nikki: Scared

CHAPTER 40, Adam: In Stitches

CHAPTER 41, William:
Little Candle of Hate

CHAPTER 42, Nikki: Tentacles

CHAPTER 43, William:
Peephole

CHAPTER 44, Adam: Trap

CHAPTER 45, Nikki: Felicia

CHAPTER 46, Roger: Roy Roger

CHAPTER 47, Nikki: No Room to Heal

CHAPTER 48, Nikki: Fireman’s Carry
















NIKKI BLUE: SOURCE OF TROUBLE

The sequel to Streaks of Blue
















“Don't know where I'm going, I just keep
on rowing ...



Can't feel my hands and the water keeps rising.

Can't fall asleep ’cause I'll wake up dead.

I just keep pulling, I just keep rolling ...



Rowing is living and living is hard,

But living beats losing all that we are ...



I heard an echo, but the answer had changed

From the word I remember that I started out saying.”









— from “Rowing”

by Soundgarden

















PROLOGUE

Nikki Janicek






Life sucks sometimes. It can start at an early
age and even young children can detect the varying degrees of suck.
They don’t let the rigid restraints of their new language stop them
from reacting with brutal honesty either.

I still think about the boy in the cereal aisle
of the supermarket. He must’ve been 3 or 4. His mom had tried to
steer him away from a chocolate marshmallow cereal and sell him on
two healthier ones. She held them up, one in each hand, as he
stared her down while standing in the back of the shopping
cart.

“That’s bad,” he tapped one box.

“And that’s worser!” he slapped the other,
knocking it out of her hand and onto the floor.

It was raw. It was awesome. Rawesome enough to
make me laugh at the time.

But I don’t laugh as much as I used to.

My bad was getting shot by Thomas Lee Harvey on
the night of September 14, 2014, outside our New Hampshire high
school.

Allowing myself to be manipulated into talking
to him nearly four years later — even via Skype from two states
away — was worser.

There are cereal killers, and then there are
serial killers. From my perspective, Thomas was worser. He’d wanted
to kill everybody in our school and he ended up killing
nobody ... thanks to me.

I reached out to Adam Upton — his depressed
friend and accomplice at the time — and derailed their massive
shooting plot on the night before it was supposed to happen. Thomas
shot Adam in the ass and me in the side, but we both lived.

Adam told the police everything, testified
against Thomas, served less than a year in jail and eventually got
hired as an unarmed mall cop near where we grew up. I emerged as a
hero for saving countless lives and even appeared on “AC 360.” And
Thomas, who had fled after shooting us and nearly made it to
Vermont before police apprehended him, got locked up — along with
all of his unquenched bloodlust — in the New Hampshire State Prison
for Men until 2039.

He still had 21 years to go. I bet he didn’t
expect to spend any of that time staring back at me, the person he
once called Dead Girl Walking.

And yet there we were, face to face in
cyberspace ... thanks to The Bridge.

Scientology is bad.

The Bridge is ...
















Three weeks earlier ...







PART 1

All chapters are Nikki’s POV


CHAPTER 1:
ENTERPRISE STORY


The first assignment of my 2018 summer reporting
internship for the Brass City Bulletin newspaper/website in
Waterbury, Connecticut — a journey that would last just four days —
felt like one big joke ... on me.

As I learned in journalism class at Boston
University, enterprise reporting involves digging up stories that
you won’t get from press releases and news conferences. It requires
developing sources and tips; combing through public records in
musty town hall dungeons; filing Freedom of Information requests
and conducting interviews from a position of strength. These
stories, called “scoops” if you break them, usually catch every
other media outlet flat-footed. They’re special because they go
beyond covering events. They explore the forces shaping those
events.

My first assignment was to cover a
groundbreaking, the lowest kind of dog-and-pony-show event, where
people in fancy suits crown themselves with plastic yellow helmets,
grab shovels and pretend to dig holes — all while smiling for the
camera. When my editor, in the middle of dealing with a full-time
reporter, glanced at a press release and told me to cover a church
groundbreaking on Watertown Avenue, I wasn’t surprised. I’m the
summer intern, after all.

Less than an hour later, the joke began.

The artist’s rendering of the “church” on the
oversized easel in front of me caused me to laugh so loudly that I
drew annoyed looks from some of the suits to my right.

I could not conceal my embarrassment as a short,
stocky, clean-cut man approached in a navy blue suit.

“Is something funny?” he asked, sizing me up
with an alarming intensity. I’m 5-foot-6 and he might have been an
inch or two taller, but he still looked like he could kick just
about anyone’s ass.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”

“Then why did you?”

“It’s just ... the design of this church looks
an awful lot like ...”

“Like what?”

“The Star Ship ... Enterprise ... you
know ... from ‘Star Trek,’” I replied with much
trepidation.

But it did, in an inverted sort of way.
There were no big engines or rocket thingies obviously, and the big
circular top level was in the rear instead of the front, but the
similarities were striking. The church had a large rectangular
lower level in the front, and the two levels were connected by a
glass stairway and bridge. Tall white pillars supported the upper
circle all the way from the ground.

Before I get into the suited man’s
not-so-pleasant response, I must share this aside because, yes, I
was born in 1997 — way after the original “Star Trek” TV show and
movies came out. So, the only reason I know anything about Star
Trek and the S.S. Enterprise is because my parents, Roger and Lynn,
laughed hysterically one night a long time ago while watching a
Star Trek-related skit on a “Best of Saturday Night Live” DVD.

I was like 8. I didn’t really get it, but my dad
explained it to me later. William Shatner, the actor who played
Captain James T. Kirk on the Star Trek TV series and in some of the
movies, was the guest host of “SNL” back in 1986. He played himself
talking to a bunch of Trekkies at a Star Trek convention. They
asked him a few questions and he got all frustrated because they
knew more about the show than he did. Then he told them to “Get a
life! Move out of your parents’ basements and do something with
your lives! It’s just a TV show!” He even asked one of the Trekkies
wearing Vulcan ears if he had ever kissed a girl. The freak just
hung his head in shame.

Well, I had never seen both of my parents laugh
so hard at the same time in the same room ever before ... or ever
again. They got divorced three years later.

The point is my father forced me to watch a
couple of episodes of the Star Trek TV show after the laughing
incident, and I hadn’t thought of any of that until the artist’s
rendering struck me with a jolt of comical déjà vu.

Unfortunately for me, no one else at the
groundbreaking found it funny.

“First of all, it’s not a church, Miss ...?” the
man with the perfectly gelled hair said.

“Janicek ... Nicole Janicek. I’m an intern
reporter for the Brass City Bulletin.”

“Well, you’re certainly off to a rocky start,
aren’t you?”

“It is my first assignment, and I do apologize
for my laugh and my ignorance, but my editor told me this was a
church groundbreaking, Mr. ...?”

“David Michael,” he replied, squeezing the life
out of my hand as he shook it. “I’m regional director for The
Bridge.”

“The Bridge?”

“They don’t send you out with much information,
do they?”

“No ... but if you’re not a church, then what is
The Bridge?”

“The Bridge is a new phenomenon that you’ll be
hearing more about in the coming weeks, months and years, I assure
you. We’re opening new centers in Watertown, Mass., this fall and
Waterbury next summer.”

Phenomenon? What kind of non answer is
that? Regardless, I whipped out my phone and tapped my recorder
app.

“So is this a private club or something?”

“I would call it a place for the enlightened and
the ambitious. Membership has certain requirements and we’re not
open to just anyone,” he said.

“What requirements?”

“I’d rather not comment on all of that at this
time. Today is a day to celebrate new beginnings. Now if you’ll
excuse me, Miss Janicek, I see Virgil holding a shovel with my name
on it,” he said, abruptly walking toward three other similarly
dressed men, except they already had their helmets and shovels.

The man he called Virgil was very tall and thin
with a hawkish face. When Virgil handed David his crown and shovel,
he and the other two men laughed at something David said. None of
them looked at me, but I knew he must’ve said something derogatory
about me. These people, whoever they were, gave me the creeps.

I snapped a few photos as the four men smiled
and penetrated the dirt with their shovels. Several other local
officials then crowded around them for a bigger group shot.

As they broke out of their poses and began to
mingle with each other, my eyes drifted, taking in the strange
backdrop to the empty 3-acre lot. A jagged 80-foot wall of rock
loomed along the rear of the rectangular parcel off busy Watertown
Avenue. It reminded me of a mini version of the head wall above
Huntington Ravine on Mount Washington, a 6,288-foot New Hampshire
peak I climbed many times in my youth.

Perched above the rock wall in front of me,
however, were the backyards of a neighborhood. Clearly, these
Bridge people had blasted the backside of a hill to create the
property. Now only a 6-foot fence separated any children in those
yards from plummeting to their deaths. I thought about next summer
and what would it be like for a child staring down at a building
that looked like a space ship.

Eventually, as some of the officials began
streaming past me, I noticed one dark-haired woman with a Waterbury
Chamber of Commerce button pinned on her cream-colored blazer.

“Excuse me, Ms., would you mind if I asked you a
few questions about this event?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all,” she replied, shaking
my hand. “I’m Lynn Williams, president and CEO of the Waterbury
Chamber. Who are you?”

“Nicole Janicek, intern reporter for the Brass
City Bulletin.”

“Well, hello Nicole. What would you like to
know?”

“My editor told me this was a church
groundbreaking, but the regional director just described this place
as The Bridge, not a church. What can you tell me about this new
‘phenomenon’ coming to Waterbury?”

“The truth is we don’t know all that much about
this organization yet. They’re brand new. While they definitely
prefer not to be called a church, it is my understanding that they
have applied for tax-exempt status much like a church would. I
believe at least some of their leadership are former members of the
Church of Scientology.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“I have to confess. I know virtually nothing
about Scientology, except ... isn’t Tom Cruise a member?” I asked,
referring to the Hollywood actor.

“Yes, that’s right,” Williams said, smiling.

“And how do you feel about The Bridge coming to
Waterbury?” I asked, not masking my creepy vibes for this group
well at all.

She paused to ponder her answer for a moment,
smiled and said, “Waterbury is a very diverse community and we
welcome The Bridge with open arms. They tell us they plan on being
strong leaders and partners in the local business community.”

“What business do they actually do?” I
asked.

Lynn turned and waved over the tall man named
Virgil.

“Virgil, come meet Nicole Janicek from the Brass
City Bulletin,” she said.

Virgil nodded, smiled and walked toward us,
gazing at me the whole time. He appeared much older than David
Michael and stood at least a half a foot taller. We shook hands as
Lynn passed the baton — me — and departed for the dirt parking
area.

“Thank you for covering our groundbreaking,” he
said. “I’ll be the director of The Bridge’s Waterbury center. What
can I help you with?”

“I guess my main question is, are you guys a
church or not? Lynn mentioned some of the leaders of The Bridge are
members of the Church of Scientology. Is that true? Are you a
former Scientologist?”

Virgil grimaced. “Wow, that’s a lot of main
questions.”

“Sorry. I’m just confused about what The Bridge
is ... and what business you’re in.”

“I’d rather not get into a lecture on
Scientology, but our purpose is to help people find a higher level
of understanding and meaning in their lives. Some may choose to
view us as a church, but we prefer to be seen as something entirely
new and exciting. Quite often today, the connotations with the word
‘church’ are negative.”

“In what way?”

“Well, many people see church as boring,
unfulfilling and, in numerous well-publicized cases, a place where
children are preyed upon by sexual deviants,” Virgil said. “The
Bridge is anything but boring and unfulfilling. We strive to do
things that have never been done. We also care about making the
future brighter for the children of today and the children of
tomorrow.”

“Can you be more specific? What things that have
never been done?”

He just smiled for a moment, stared at me and
blinked a lot. Effing weird.

“I’d love to tell you over coffee sometime,” he
said, handing me his business card, which I accepted. “And I hope
you’ll consider attending our opening gala next summer when The
Bridge is completed.”

“Well, I’m just an intern for this summer, but
if I happen to end up working here after college, I’ll certainly
consider it.”

“What college do you attend?”

“Boston University.”

“Wonderful,” he said. “We’ve got a Bridge center
opening in Watertown, Massachusetts, in September. Perhaps we’ll
see you for that gala in the fall.”

“Perhaps,” I echoed awkwardly.

I’d never thought of myself as a gala girl, and
suddenly, a complete stranger had been invited me to two in the
span of thirty seconds.

“Your last name again was?” he asked.

“Janicek.”

“How do you spell that?”

“J-A-N-I-C-E-K,” I reluctantly answered, sensing
Virgil would track me down if I didn’t show up at one of these Star
Trek conventions.

I desperately wanted to ask him about the
bizarre blueprint that reminded me of the S.S. Enterprise. But
after the nasty reaction I got from David Michael to my shriek of
laughter, I decided to bite my tongue, say goodbye and beam back to
the newspaper office in my Subaru Outback.




CHAPTER 2:
WEIRDOS MAKE THE WORLD GO ROUND


“So ... how did it go?” city editor Kathy Kepler
asked as she hovered over me while I struggled to type the first
sentence of my story on one of the newspaper’s antiquated desktop
computers.

I felt dwarfed by the office’s high ceilings and
ornate brick arches. They told me it had been a train station in
its former life, but the place seemed simply too grand for a
newspaper office, especially a mid-sized daily with more than a few
empty cubicles. The room was hot and stuffy because the air
conditioning unit apparently malfunctioned regularly over the
course of a summer. A huge fan provided more white noise than
relief from the far end of the long, rectangular, second-floor
newsroom.

“Well, I thought it was a church groundbreaking
and, oh my God, I have no freaking clue what I just covered,” I
confessed, surprising even myself with how flustered I sounded.

Kepler’s brown eyes lit up behind her black,
wire-rimmed glasses. Tall and thin with a long face and friendly
demeanor, she was probably in her mid 40s judging by the streaks of
gray in her otherwise dark, shoulder-length hair. She was my
favorite editor when I interviewed, but now I felt crowded by her
and totally misled by the assignment.

“Wow, that sounds interesting,” she said. “What
happened?”

“First of all, these people don’t like to be
called a church because they say that word has bad
connotations.”

“Really? Well, kind of hard to argue with that
one,” she said.

“Then Lynn Williams from the Chamber told me
they might be former Scientologists. So I asked the local director
about that and he got all evasive.”

“Interesting,” Kepler said, her left forearm
pinned across her chest by her right elbow as she chewed on the tip
of a pen.

“And most bizarre of all, the design for the ...
whatever you call it, they called it The Bridge ... looks like a
bad knock-off of the Star Ship Enterprise from Star Trek,” I said,
my increasingly raised voice rotating a few heads away from their
computer screens to look at me.

“What?” Kepler gasped, then laughed.

“I’m not even joking,” I said, grabbing my phone
and showing her my photo of the artist’s rendering.

Kathy adjusted her glasses, leaned in for a
closer look and laughed even louder. “Holy crap, it kind of does.
These people must be crackers.”

“Who’s crackers?” a rugged-looking man asked in
a booming voice as he strolled by in a fashion-challenged
combination of shirt and pants.

“Check out this rendering of a church ... just
don’t call it a church,” I told him.

The man leaned in from the other side, making a
Nikki sandwich. He laughed, too.

“Who’s building the Star Ship Enterprise?” he
asked, his demeanor a strange blend of cocky and personable.

“Good. I’m glad it’s not just me,” I said.

“Steve Pearson,” he said, shaking my hand only
slightly less firmly than David Michael. I probably should’ve had
my hand X-rayed. “I cover the city, the mayor, etc.”

“Hi, I’m Nicole ...”

“Nicole Janicek is one of our summer interns,”
Kathy finished the intro for me.

“Welcome to wacky Waterbury,” Steve said,
flashing a broad grin through his stubble. I guessed he was in his
late 20s or early 30s.

“Nice to meet you and, yes, things are off to
very weird start,” I said.

“Her very first assignment. We think it’s going
to be some ho-hum church groundbreaking on Watertown Ave. and she
comes back with Star Trek,” Kathy gushed.

“Who are they?” Steve asked.

“I’m trying to figure that out,” I said. “They
call themselves The Bridge, whatever that means. I don’t know if
they’re a cult or what ... oh, get this, the regional director guy
told me they’re a new ‘phenomenon.’ I have no idea what to make of
that.”

“Yup, they’re crackers,” Kathy concluded.

“Well, they’re not that new if they’re
ripping off Star Trek,” Steve quipped.

“I’m such an idiot, too,” I said.

“Why?” Kathy asked.

“Because I kind of chickened out when it came to
asking them why they designed the building that way ... but these
guys were kind of short with me ... and intimidating.”

“Hazing the intern,” Steve snickered.

“I did get the local director’s business card,”
I said.

“Yeah, just give him a call and ask him if they
worship Star Trek,” Kathy said with a chuckle.

“Hey at least you’ve got an interesting story.
Sure beats another city aldermen meeting,” Steve said before
resuming his stroll back toward his desk. “Nice to meet you.”

“You, too,” I said.

“He’s got a point,” Kathy said. “How many
interns get a crazy first story like this? Probably none.”

“I just thought it would be such an easy little
story about a new church and their happy little building-to-be,” I
said.

“Yeah, well, welcome to journalism. Great
stories sometimes come from out of nowhere. The question becomes
how well can you report the story and write the story. And don’t
forget to attach your photos to the article in our equally crazy
computer system. I don’t want our readers to miss out on the Star
Ship Enterprise,” Kathy instructed.

“I will. Now if I could just write the
article.”

“Make sure you call that guy, find out more
about The Bridge and then just find your focus,” Kathy advised.
“What’s your story about in one word?”

“Weirdos,” I replied loudly.

“Perfect. Our readers love stories about
weirdoes,” Kathy said, walking toward her office.

“Weirdos make the world go round!” Steve shouted
from his desk ... before launching into the chorus from “People Are
Strange” by The Doors.




CHAPTER 3: HOT
TIP


“Nicole, nice to hear from you again so soon,”
Virgil told me over the phone. “What can I do for you?”

“I forgot to ask you about the ... unique
design of The Bridge,” I said.

“It’s spectacular, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely,” I lied. “I’ve never seen anything
quite like it in real life, though I do confess it reminds me of a
sort of backward-pointing Star Ship Enterprise from Star Trek.”

Virgil laughed, to my surprise.

“Yes, you’re not the first person to have
observed that. While I do tend to agree with you, I assure you the
architects weren’t thinking along those lines when they drew up the
blueprint.”

“So why is it designed like it is?”

“Ah, that’s one of the privileges of membership.
Let’s just say being inside the building is better than being
outside it, and the higher up you are inside it, the better off
you’ll be. The Bridge is about finding higher levels of human
intelligence and using that to prepare for what’s to come.”

“Um ... what does that mean?”

“This is a dangerous and fast-changing world,
and it’s not going to get any safer,” he said flatly.

Whoa. I paused to ponder that loaded
statement.

“Of course, I don’t have to tell you
that,” Virgil continued, sounding strangely amused.

Say what?

“Why would you say that?” I asked.

“Much like newspaper reporters, we do our
research,” he said. “We’ve learned about your heroism in New
Hampshire — how you took a bullet and likely saved hundreds of
lives at your high school. We saw your interview with Anderson
Cooper — such poise and insight from someone so young. Now here you
are, in 2018, representing the media, asking the questions and
seeking more insight. We love your story and I personally cannot
commend you enough.”

I was speechless, mostly from being creeped out,
not flattered.

“I really don’t know what to say to that.”

“Just say yes,” Virgil replied.

“Yes to what?”

“To attending our opening gala in Watertown,
Mass., on September 21st,” Virgil said. “It’ll give you a much
better sense of what we’re all about. There will be a lot of heavy
hitters there — the kind of people who could help get your book
really published and your poetry featured in all the right
places.”

“How do you ...”

“Research, research, research. Aren’t those
editors teaching you interns anything these days? They clearly
didn’t know anything about us before they told you to cover a
church groundbreaking. They have no idea what they’re
talking about.”

“Well, it’s not like you guys have been very
helpful in providing information so far,” I countered. “I still
can’t get a straight answer about what business you’re in.”

“Come to the gala and ...”

“Gala, gala, gala. I’m also pretty freaked out
that you know so much about me. You’re even stalking me on my
Goodreads page now?” I said, referring to a popular online website
for authors and readers.

“Stalking is a little strong. Everything we know
about you is out there for everyone to see. All I did was hit a few
buttons on my mobile device.”

“I’m still creeped out by it.”

“Please don’t be. Members of The Bridge always
try to be at least one step ahead of the rest of the world ... and
sometimes that step seems like a mile high.”

“Still a mile short of your egos apparently,” I
shot back.

Virgil chuckled.

“You have nothing to fear from me or any other
member of The Bridge. We’re trying to grow our numbers, not shrink
them. But we’re looking for the right kind of people — people like
you; young people with a great story to tell.”

“It’s not a story. I actually lived it.
And it wasn’t a whole lot of fun. I still have nightmares about
what happened,” I admitted, wishing I would just shut up and hang
up already.

For some reason, I didn’t.

“My apologies. You’re absolutely right. I should
not make light of what you went through in any way. I just don’t
think a lot of young people would’ve done what you did four years
ago. To show you what a good sport we can be, I’ll give you a hot
news tip just for considering coming to the gala in
September.”

“A news tip?” I perked up.

“The kind of tip that doesn’t come along every
day, even in a corrupt city like Waterbury. The kind of tip an
intern reporter would never hope to have in her hot little hands —
on her very first day on the job, no less.”

“You’re serious?”

“100 percent.”

“No strings attached on the gala?” I
pressed.

“Zero. I would only add that not attending would
be a major opportunity lost for someone with your potential.”

“I’ll consider it then,” I said, forcing myself
to push aside my fears and put my job first.

“Wonderful,” Virgil replied, adding an exhale of
satisfaction. “Waterbury Mayor Phil Battaglia is one of the few
local officials who did not attend our groundbreaking earlier today
because he was too busy having sex with a prostitute and her
13-year-old daughter at a hotel in Bridgeport.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“How do you ...”

“Research, Nicole.”

“And spying?” I asked.

“I’ll leave the methods to your
imagination.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said.

“But you’re missing the best part,” he
replied.

“What’s that?”

“The details. They meet every Tuesday and Friday
at the Quality Inn. Our esteemed mayor checks in under the alias
Len Stewart. Perhaps he’s a Stew Leonard’s shopper,” Virgil noted
with a laugh, referring to a high-end grocery store chain in
Connecticut. “The festivities usually take place somewhere between
2 and 5 p.m. If I were you, I’d bring the police with you on Friday
so you’d be there to capture his arrest as it happens. Who knows?
Maybe you’ll get the chance to ask Mayor Phil a couple of questions
... like why he decided to skip our groundbreaking?”

“This is real?” I asked.

“100 percent authentic.”

“Thank you.”




CHAPTER 4: SILVER
SANDS


Derek and I held hands as we strolled down the
long boardwalk toward Silver Sands Beach in Milford, a town on
Connecticut’s southern coast.

Just a mile or so behind us lurked the rat race
of Interstate 95 and its ugly little sister, Route 1, with its
endless strip malls and oversized SUVs. A few hundred feet ahead of
us, beyond the beach, Long Island Sound beckoned, calm and blue. In
between, sandals flip-flopped against wood; cattails rustled on
either side of us in the salty breeze; and small children skipped
with delight as their feet approached the warm sand.

The fine line between madness and serenity in
this world is hard to fathom sometimes.

I’m from New Hampshire and I still believe it is
one of the most beautiful places imaginable, but the fact remains
that I got shot there. And though I had been told there are
beautiful places in Connecticut, I had yet to see anything that
resembled New Hampshire. It’s hard to find beauty on flat, crowded
highways. So far, I didn’t like Connecticut or its maddening
pace.

Thankfully, by showing me this place, Derek had
given me my first glimmer of hope. And he needed to ... because the
only reason I moved to this state was to be close to him.

Our first date was at Chili’s on September 13,
2014. We were both just barely seniors in high school. A co-captain
of the football team, he was so confident, handsome and funny that
night. We toasted to our future and I felt on top of the world.

I got shot the very next night ... because I was
worried about another boy ... about what he might do.

I had to find Adam Upton.

In most of my nightmares, I’m still looking for
Adam. I’m searching his pickup truck on the side of the road. I’m
looking into the windows of strange cars in dark, wooded parking
lots. I’m seeing something run across my field of vision, baiting
me to chase whatever it is.

And inevitably, a figure dressed in black steps
out of nowhere to torment me. Thomas “Lee” Harvey.

There’s a totally catchy song they used to play
on the radio all the time that summed me up perfectly at various
times over the past four years. I have no idea the name of the
band, but the chorus is “I’m not sick, but I’m not well.” There’s
another line from that song that spoke to me as well: “Paranoia,
paranoia, everybody’s coming to get me.”

If it weren’t for Derek, I might have given into
the madness completely by now and had no chance at serenity. He was
there for me and my mom at the hospital after I got shot. His
football toughness rubbed off on me. He challenged me with his
unwavering hazel eyes, but he also flashed me his playful smile at
just the right times. He didn’t even have to say a word. I knew in
my heart I would make it, that we’d be together and not even
Harvey’s bullet could stop us.

But going to different colleges in different
states and hanging out with different circles of people can be far
more threatening to a relationship, especially between two young
people, than any bullet.

It had been a struggle staying together,
probably more for me than him.

And now we had just started living together for
the first time, even if it was only supposed to be for June, July
and August. With some help from his parents, Derek was renting a
two-level townhouse on the north end of Bridgeport. His friend,
Sean, a fellow business major at Fairfield University, lived
downstairs. I moved in upstairs with Derek.

With our senior years of college just ahead,
this would be our last summer before the so-called real world. It
felt like we were both in a scary place, which meant our
relationship was, too. It felt like anything could happen — we
could decide to break up; he might drop to one knee and propose. It
didn’t help that his older sister was about to get married. I could
sense he was wrestling with those kinds of bigger questions in his
mind lately. What would I say if he did propose?

I had just turned 21 the month before. I knew I
wasn’t ready to get married. I didn’t think he was ready either.
But I’d rather say “yes” than hurt him and lose him forever. I just
hoped I could honor my word ... because, sometimes, I really felt a
pull to be free, single, a blank page all over again.

Too often people just cling to each other
because it’s the safe thing to do. No one gets hurt. You make the
best of a not-so-great, long-distance situation and focus on
college mostly. That’s the priority — earn a degree, land an
internship, make some contacts and ultimately get a job that puts a
dent into your mounting pile of bills.

Marriage should’ve been the last thing on our
minds, but it wasn’t. We had talked about it. He seemed to be
leaning toward it; me away from it. The next three months would
make or break us, I thought. I feared they would break us. I wanted
to cry when I thought about that, so I tried not to think about it.
I just held Derek’s hand and kept a lot to myself.

“How’s this spot?” he asked moments after we
arrived on the beach itself. It wasn’t that crowded on this
pleasant Tuesday evening in June, and there was plenty of daylight
left for a swim and a chat, but not much for working on our
tans.

“Perfect,” I said, whipping out an orange beach
blanket and setting it on the sand, which did not live up to its
silver billing. It was blandish beige and not very smooth.

“I’m gonna go jump in for a few to cool off.
Wanna come?” he asked, removing his T-shirt and showing off his
linebacker physique.

“No, I’m kind of beat. I’m gonna lie down
first,” I said.

He gave me a quick kiss and headed for the
water. Looking at him dive in and disappear — even for a moment —
was enough to get me brooding again. It’s not him. It’s me. I’m
the problem. He’s better off with someone else. Blah, blah,
blah. I was so sick of my own brain analyzing every little
thing. Why couldn’t I just be? Enjoy the beach, the present moment.
Stop judging every interaction between us to see if it measured up
to the standards of some future marriage that may never even
happen. Like that’s the ultimate prize anyway? Look at my parents.
Roger, a firefighter, had an affair with a paramedic named Jamie,
and my mother, Lynn, filed for a divorce. Sounds like some bad,
working-class soap opera.

I didn’t have much of a relationship with Roger
after that ... until he saw my interview on Anderson Cooper. He
called me. I couldn’t believe it. He told me how proud he was of
his little girl. I was anything but his little girl all those
years, but it still meant a lot. I couldn’t believe I made him cry.
The big strong firefighter actually broke down on the phone with me
that night.

All it took was one bullet.

Roger and I had gotten along a little better
after that. I’d see him twice a year. I’d go to North Carolina once
and he’d come up to visit me once, usually in Boston.

My mom still lived in New Hampshire. So did
Adam. Ironically, the boy who had plotted to kill everyone in our
school, except me and his younger brother Brody, was now helping to
maintain security at a shopping mall. I was proud of how far he had
come since his drunken, manic episode that Sunday night outside our
high school. I had made a difference in his life at least. And I
did manage to drag him up Mount Washington in the summer of 2016
with my best friend, Candace Cooper, but none of us had climbed a
mountain since.

Adam and I still chatted or texted from time to
time. We joked about how Candace had become the one to carry the
blue hair torch. Not too long after I went back to my natural light
brown hair color, C.C. became a hair stylist in Nashua, New
Hampshire. She began to streak her auburn hair with all different
colors. Fittingly, the last time I saw her over the holidays, she
wore streaks of blue.

C.C. had been single since January and she
seemed quite happy, but I wasn’t so sure I’d be happy without Derek
in my life. I hoped living together for three months would give me
some definitive answers.

“What’s wrong?” Derek asked, eyeing me warily
before dripping his way onto the blanket.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Nothing, she says. Is it the total lack of
mountains? Is the sea not good enough for you,” he jabbed with a
twinkle in his eyes.

I smiled and then partially lied. “I’m just
upset they’re not running my story.”

“Nikki, it’s your first day. You’re an intern.
You said they’re still using your photo of the Trekkie church
people.”

“I know, but I’m supposed to be a writer, not a
photographer.”

“Yeah, well I’m supposed to be a business
administrator, and I spend at least a third of my day making coffee
runs and driving people around,” countered Derek, who was an intern
at the management headquarters of a local sporting goods chain.

“Well I’m mad about it and I withheld possibly
important information from my editors out of spite.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“This is just between us — very sensitive
information.”

“Of course.”

“One of the Trekkie people told me that the
mayor of Waterbury skipped their groundbreaking today because he
was having sex with a prostitute and her 13-year-old daughter in a
Bridgeport hotel.”

“Holy shit.”

“Exactly. I don’t know if it’s true, but he sure
seemed confident about it. They must have spies, these people,”
though I made sure not to tell Derek how much Virgil already had
dug up about me. “He told me the mayor does this every Tuesday and
Friday at the Quality Inn. He even told me the alias the mayor uses
to get a room. It’s hard to think he’s making all that up.”

“Wow. So what are you gonna do with this flaming
hot tip?”

“I guess I have til Friday to figure that out,
but the source is a total creep. I know he’s trying to use me
somehow.”

“Tell your editor lady. She’ll know what to
do.”

“I know. It’s all just a little too much for me
on my very first day, you know? Why does crazy shit like this
always seem to happen to me?”

Derek’s eyes traveled directly to the scar on my
right side, which I refused to cover up with a one-piece bathing
suit. I took a bullet and survived. In a way, I was damn proud of
that scar — way more than any tattoo. But it’s not always easy
being strong in a mad world.

Derek didn’t say a word. He just hugged me and
kissed my forehead. That’s why I needed us to make it.

“Come on, let’s go swimming together in the
Sound,” I finally said, jumping up out of my gloom and pulling
Derek with me toward the water.




CHAPTER 5: BUSTED
IN BRIDGEPORT


With the incessant talk about global warming and
ominous predictions of monster hurricanes on the news, I absolutely
felt guilty about my carbon footprint on Friday. I drove my car
from Derek’s place on the north side of Bridgeport to the newspaper
office in Waterbury, a little under 30 miles to the north. A half
hour later, I was on my way back to Bridgeport in Steve Pearson’s
passenger seat. Kathy Kepler had assigned us to work together on
the possible arrest of Mayor Battaglia.

Yes, I had decided to share Virgil’s tip with
Kepler and she was ecstatic. She said if it turned out to be true
and the Waterbury cops didn’t leak it to any other news
organizations, we’d have the story of the year exclusively.
We were prepared to shoot photos and video on top of writing
multiple stories and follow-ups. Kepler said that I would be
inducted into the newspaper intern hall of fame — if such a place
existed — if we landed this story.

“So ... do you believe this Virgil guy or is he
sending us on a wild goose chase?” Steve asked in his typically
penetrating voice as the wind blew my hair around while his short,
bushy brown hair remained perfectly still. His clothing ensemble
clashed slightly less today. He wore a wedding ring, and I had seen
photos of his wife and two young children on his desk.

“I’m 75 percent sure he’s telling the truth,” I
said.

“That’s a decently high number for a story like
this. Good for you if it’s the real deal. You can just skip the
rest of your senior year at B.U. and go straight to the New York
Post or the Boston Herald,” Steve bellowed as “Breaking the Law,”
by Judas Priest, blared from his car speakers. How fitting, given
our assignment.

“Just because we get the story doesn’t mean I
know what to do with it,” I said.

“Ah, that’s why I’m here,” Steve said
with a playful smile. “I knew there was a reason.”

“You cover the mayor, so you tell me ... is he
capable of this?”

“Absolutely. He’s a complete asshole and nut
job. I could see him thinking he’s above the law very easily. Twice
a week he’s doing this? No, that’s just the tip of the iceberg. I
bet he’s got some other arrangement with another mother and
daughter on Wednesdays and Saturdays in East Hartford. He picks the
dregs of the state for his romps and then jaunts back to run
Waterbury, our shining city on a hill ... the one with a huge
illuminated cross, no less.”

“How do you get along with Mayor Phil?”

“I hate him, but I try not to let it show. He
hates me and he doesn’t hide it at all. I guess you could call it a
loving relationship,” Steve said with a chuckle.

I laughed. Steve was as funny as Derek but in a
totally different way.

“How about you?” he asked.

“How about me what?”

“Are you in a loving relationship?” Steve asked,
brash as ever. He did get paid to ask assholes tough questions. He
certainly wasn’t intimidated by me.

“Nice segue ... yes. I’ve been going out with my
boyfriend Derek for almost four years,” I replied, glossing over a
couple of timeouts we took during that span when we did date other
people.

“Wow, good for you. Are you guys talking about
marriage or what?”

Steve certainly didn’t waste any time going for
the jugular.

“Not really,” I said, looking to the right at an
off-ramp sign that said “Beacon Falls.” We were winding our way
south through the Naugatuck River valley along Route 8.

“Good. You’re too young ... what, 20? 21?”

“21.”

“Way too young. Live it up,” Steve advised. “You
only get your 20s once.”

“How old are you?”

“32.”

“When did you get married?”

“When I was 27. I should’ve waited a few more
years, but I kind of got my girlfriend pregnant,” he said with a
smile.

“Kind of?”

“Then we got married and I kind of got her
pregnant again,” he added with a laugh.

“How old are your kids?”

“4 and 2.”

“Is it fun?”

“Yeah, it’s a lot of fun, a lot of torture, a
lot of everything ... especially diapers. At least my daughter’s
out of them now.”

“Good to know.”

“That’s why I say keep it simple and have fun
while you’re young. Don’t rush all the responsibility that comes
with marriage and parenting before you’ve had your turn to become
who you want to be ... and don’t forget to see the world, too.”

“Sounds like wise advice.”

“So ... what’s it like getting shot?” Steve
shouted over the music.

“Geez, do you do this with everybody?”

“Do what?”

“Ask so many ...”

“Ask interesting questions, yeah, that’s what I
do ... 24 hours, seven days a week. Even in my dream the other
night, I asked the Dalai Lama how to get to Saratoga Race Track. I
was lost somewhere in New York. I thought he could enlighten me,”
he said with a laugh.

LOL. OK, Steve was funnier than Derek. He
studied me, instead of watching the road, as I remained deep in
thought.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” he
persisted.

“How did you know about that?”

“Kepler gave me a little background on you ... a
little context, as she likes to say.”

“What’s with crackers this and crackers that?” I
asked, changing the subject.

“She’s from Pennsylvania ... Quakers, crackers,
that must be it,” he said with a shrug.

“Yeah, that explains it,” I said, even though,
amazingly, I had yet to set foot in Pennsylvania.

“You’re certainly not our average,
run-of-the-mill intern,” Steve said.

“You’re not going to let it drop, are you?”

“No, we’re only in Ansonia. I’ve got several
more miles to pepper you.”

“I pretty much thought I was going to die. I
mean, he was pointing a gun at me for what seemed like forever,” I
said, risking a new round of nightmares with every word I uttered.
“When he turned to look at the headlights of a car pulling into the
school parking lot, I just ... I don’t know, my survival instincts
took over. I took off up this hill.”

“Wow.”

“I remember thinking, ‘I’m not going fast enough
... he’s gonna shoot me any second.’“

“Did you honestly think you could outrun a
speeding bullet, like Superwoman?”

“The kid was psycho. I figured I was dead either
way ... why not at least try to get to safety? It was like a
sledgehammer in my side. It’s been almost four years and I still
have nightmares about that night ... about him ... and the way he
hated me.”

“That’s some heavy shit,” Steve said. “Sorry I
made you go there.”

He didn’t seem that sorry so I called him on
it.

“No you’re not.”

“Fair enough. It’s just not every day that ... I
mean, look at you ... you’re only 21 and you’ve already got your
own war story.”

“People way younger than me get shot and blown
up all the time ... all over the world,” I pointed out.

“Newtown, 2012,” Steve said. “Twenty kids and
six women died just up the road. Totally devastating.”

“Did you cover that?”

“No, some people in our Southbury bureau did
because they were closer to Newtown.”

A rare moment of silence interrupted our
conversation. I didn’t want to talk about Newtown or the dream I
had on Mount Washington that prompted me to do what I did in New
Hampshire. I just wanted to move on.

“Well, you’re one brave son of a ... daughter of
a ... you know what I mean,” Steve finally concluded.

“Thanks Steve.”

“And I’m happy you’re on our team. Hopefully,
the police will disarm the mayor before we get near him, if
they let us get near him.”

“Do you think he’ll have a gun?”

“Other than a warm gun, as the Beatles would
say, probably not,” Steve quipped. “But you never, never know in
this wacky world of ours. Phil does have quite a temper. This could
be a fascinating trip to Bridgeport. I don’t know that I’ve had a
fascinating time in Bridgeport ever in my life, but today, ladies
and gentleman, today could be the day.”

A few minutes after arriving in that coastal
city of about 150,000, Steve pulled into the Quality Inn parking
lot.

“Here we are. And there’s our staff
photographer, Chris Mercer,” Steve said, pointing out a handsome
20-something man leaning his back against a dark green Jeep.

“What are you doing here?” Steve asked Chris,
who had short brown hair and green eyes.

“Bob told me to get down here,” Chris said,
referring to the newspaper’s photo chief. “He wanted stronger
lenses in case the cops kick us back.”

“They’re not here yet?” Steve asked.

“No sign of them.”

“Good, that’ll give us time to get set up.
Chris, have you met our star intern, Nicole, yet?”

“No I haven’t. Nice to meet you, Nicole.”

“You, too, Chris,” I said, shaking his hand when
he came over to my window.

“I heard this is your big tip about the mayor,”
Chris said with a disarming smile.

“Yes.”

“Congrats.”

“I just hope it pans out after driving down all
the way from Waterbury,” I said.

Two metallic gray SUVs entered the rectangular
parking lot on the right side of the two-story hotel.

“That’s them,” Steve said. “Unmarked cars.”

“They don’t want to scream ‘the police are here’
... makes sense,” Chris said.

“I’ll go talk to them to see what part we get to
play in all this ... if any,” Steve said before parking his
car.

“It’s my tip. We better get something,” I said
as we both shut the door and walked back toward Chris.

“They said no guarantees,” Steve said, leaving
me with Chris and strolling toward the SUVs to chat with one of the
four plain-clothed officers, all of
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