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1 The cobwebs
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T

he air in the cramped van parked on the side of the First National Bank of Napoli hung heavy with tension as Emma waited for the robbery team and her lover to return.

Ivan Weston’s memory remained constant in her mind with the mingling acrid scent of old cigarettes and his familiar stale sweat. Emma’s jittery fingers tapped nervously on the steering wheel as she cast furtive glances around the alleyway. The absence of law enforcement was a good thing, the absence of Ivan was not. The cold, unforgiving metal of the watch on her wrist seemed to tighten its grip on her every time she checked it.

It had been thirty excruciating minutes since Ivan disappeared into the bank after promising Emma that he’d be out in five. She nervously brushed a strand of disheveled hair from her face and sighed, her eyes darting between the watch and the bank’s side entrance, the exit point for their getaway.

The distant sounds of sirens and the occasional distant hum of traffic added to the unsettling atmosphere. Emma’s pulse quickened with every passing second, her mind a swirling mess of anxiety and desperation. The van’s engine idled softly, mirroring the rhythmic beat of her racing heart. That heart nearly jumped out of her chest when she watched a procession of Salem police cars roar past the bank.

Emma’s panic-stricken mind was torn between running for the hills and going into the bank to find out what was taking them so long. 

“Okay, Emma, think. You know nothing has happened to Ivan or you would have heard gunshots. I just have to stay calm and stick to the plan. But Ivan said if they didn’t come out in 10 minutes I was supposed to take off and meet at Jimmy’s house.”

Emma glances down at her watch again. 

“Too late for that now. I should go in. He could be hurt. But if he’s not, he might fuck me up. Damn, I can’t make these decisions without him. What to do, Emma? What to do?”

The tug of war ended with Emma deciding, in her meth-soaked brain, that the beating would be worth it to find out if Ivan was okay. Besides, the upside was that it would be followed by great makeup sex and all-night binging on drugs until they passed out.

“Did you see that, Sister Ana?” Patrick said, as Emma entered the bank unnoticed.

“What, Father McCall?”

“It’s as if she heard what I said.”

“Nonsense, I think you’re being a little paranoid, Father.”

“Maybe you’re right, Sister,” he sighed. “Looks like we’ve got a bit of a wait.”

“Maybe not, Father McCall,” Ana said, when she saw Charlotte return from the break room. “Charlotte is about to open up...wait. What’s wrong with her?”

Charlotte appeared to be frozen in front of her window with a blank stare on her face. When Takesha noticed that she hadn’t opened her cash drawer, she tapped her gently on the butt.

“Wake up, bitch.”

Charlotte responded by letting out a blood curdling scream.

“They’re all dead!” she said, shoving Takesha aside and running out from behind the counter. “She killed them all.”

Charlotte pointed to Carnella and then seemingly pointed to the invisible bodies of the dead bank robbers. Emma moved through the line to see who she was pointing at, dread building with every step she took.

“Oh my god, they’re ripped apart. What’s the matter with you people? Can’t you see them? She’s a fucking witch. We’ve got to get out of here.”

Charlotte’s dash for the exit was halted when Patrick grabbed her by the shoulders.

“Calm down, Charlotte, you’re having a bad dream,” Patrick said, struggling to hold her. “There’s no one dead. Look around.”

Charlotte turned her head slowly and looked over her shoulders.

“Oh, sweet Jesus. She’s going to kill him.”

“Kill who, child?” Patrick pressed. “Tell me what you’re seeing.”

“Carnella, she’s turning into a giant snake. Oh, my god, she’s licking his face with her snake tongue. He’s struggling to get out, but she’s wrapped around him. I can hear the bones in his ribs cracking. She’s got his head in her mouth and her fangs are digging in his back. Let me out of here.”

With the strength of madness, Charlotte ran out into the street screaming at the top of her lungs. As the rantings faded in the distance everyone turned slowly to look at Carnella.

“What!” she snapped.

During the commotion, Emma was able to sneak downstairs to the lower level where the safe deposit boxes were kept.

“May I help you?” asked Carla Letty, causing Emma to jump.

“Oh, I was looking for the bathroom,” she said, being adept at lying on the spot.

“You passed it on your way down, dear.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I can’t see very well without my glasses.”

Emma returned to the van and frantically called Ivan’s cell which kept going to voicemail.

“Baby, please pick up the phone,” Emma bawled. “I don’t know what to do. Ohhh, damn it!!”

Emma nearly struck a woman and her son crossing the street against the light.

“Stupid bitch! Baby, call me as soon as you get this message. I’m going to the alternate hideout. I love you.”

Charlotte was a half a mile away when Emma passed her on Main Street.

“Damn that girl can run!”

*_*_*_*

“Central, what the hell are you talking about,” barked Sgt. Rick Pony of the Salem PD robbery squad. “We’re on I-114 and we don’t see any Middleton PD units and we don’t see any Dodge Charger, black in color, in the westbound lane. Did you send us on a wild goose chase?”

“One Sergeant, be advised – Central did not dispatch any units for any job related to a black Dodge Charger nor did we receive a call for assistance from the Middleton PD. However, we did receive a silent alert from the First National Bank of Napoli ten minutes ago, but it was canceled.”

“Canceled by who, Central?”

“The alert was canceled by the branch manager, Percy Sutton.”

“Did he give the password, Central?”

“Um...no. He got cut off, but he said they were having some sort of electrical issues and that’s why the bank alarm went off.”

“Are you fucking kidding me!” Rick shouted, jumping into his cruiser. “Central, they piggybacked our coms you idiot. Punch it, Gloria.”

Gloria stomped on the pedal of the Dodge Challenger bringing the 5.7-liter Hemi to life and launching it down the road in a cloud of smoking tires. Within seconds, the car and the caravan of units following, were roaring down the highway in excess of 100 mph.

“Get on it, get on it!” Rick urged.

“Let’s get there alive, boss,” Gloria said. “Isn’t that what you always taught me?”

“Understood but I don’t want these slippery bastards...watch...watch it!”

The cruiser hit a dip and was launched a few feet up in the air. When the undercarriage slammed into the ground, the car rocked from side to side, threatening to roll over. But the adrenaline pumping through Gloria’s veins gave her the strength to bring the massive beast under control. The cruiser following behind was not so fortunate.

The front driver’s side tire was the first to touch the pavement and exploded on contact. This resulted in throwing the vehicle into a rollover. After several revolutions in the air, it landed upside down on its roof. Gloria glanced up in her rearview mirror and observed the two officers crawling out of the windows.

“Thank God, they’re okay, boss.”

At the bottom of the highway’s exit ramp, Gloria threw the cruiser into a sliding left turn before flooring the accelerator.

“Whoa, whoa,” Rick gasped.

“I got it...I got it.”

Just as they reached the outskirts of Salem, they caught sight of a figure frantically running across the street. 

“Hey, isn’t that the bank teller Charlotte?” asked Gloria.

“Yeah, it is. Look at her face.”

Charlotte was wide-eyed and her face had terror etched across it. Panic stricken; she stumbled as she desperately tried to escape some unseen pursuer. Gloria brought the cruiser to a screeching halt and jumped out, but Charlotte ran past her seemingly oblivious to her presence. Gloria had to tackle her to prevent her from running into the intersection.

“Calm down, Charlotte, I’m Detective...”

“They’re all dead! She’s killing them. She’s a witch. Let me go.”

“Who’s dead, Charlotte,” Rick pressed. “The people in the bank?”

“They’re all dead...let me...”

The strain of her Olympic run and struggle with the officers finally took its toll on Charlotte causing her to pass out.

“Let’s get her in the car and get to that bank,” Rick said.

Rita had just cashed her social security check when Gloria and fifty officers rushed into the bank with their guns drawn and barking orders.

“Whoa, what’s going on?” asked Brandon, removing his hand from his sidearm.

“Hey, we got a silent alarm notification from here,” said Gloria. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, except for one of the bank tellers having a meltdown.”

“Yeah, we have her in the car.”

“Is she okay, officer?” asked Ana. “I hope she didn’t hurt herself.”

“Yes, she’s fine, Sister.”

“Well, I’m not,” Patrick said. “She tossed me aside like I was nothing and I bumped my head on the wall.”

“Oh, poor little Patrick got a boo boo,” mocked Rita. “You’ve hit your head harder after you’ve finished two bottles of merlot. Put on your big girl panties.” 

“Gloria, isn’t there a law against verbally abusing a member of the cloth? I’d be more than happy to press charges.”

“You two are unbelievable,” Gloria said, shaking her head.

“Where’s the goddamn bank manager; sorry Father,” Rick said.

“I’ve heard worse from Rita, Sergeant.”

“Come, Rita, let’s go wait in the car,” Carnella said, taking Rita by the arm before she could respond to Patrick’s dig.

“Here I am, Officer,” Percy said, holding out his hand. “I’m Percy Stanton, branch manager. What seems to be the problem?”

Charlotte was regaining consciousness when Rita and Carnella came out of the bank. The minute she saw Carnella she began screaming and banging her head on the car window until she knocked herself out.

“Damn, Carny, I knew she was a gold-digger and a slut,” Rita said. “I didn’t know she was bat-shit crazy too.”

“Do you not have one compassionate bone in your body, Rita?”

“Not for hooers and sewers.”

“Stay here while I get help for her.”

“Make sure they bring back a straitjacket and reserve a padded room for her.”

“I can assure you, Officer, it probably was just a glitch in the system,” insisted Percy. “There’s no cause for alarm.”

“Well, that glitch almost got a couple of my men killed rushing over here, Mr. Stanton,” snapped Rick. “Get that piece of crap fixed or I’ll make a call to that Special Agent who works at...what’s the name of that unit at the Treasury Department, Gloria?”

“The Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, boss.”

“Really there is no need for that, Sergeant Pony. I understand you being upset but as you can see everything is secure. We make outstanding efforts to make sure all our customer’s money is safe, especially those of your department’s  retirement fund.”

“Let’s get the fuck out of here; sorry Father Patrick.”

“I understand, Rick,” Patrick said, placing his hand on his shoulder. “I’ll see you on Saturday for confessional?”

“What the hell for? I’m standing in front of you right now?”

“Well then I want you to...”

At that moment Carnella came in and said, “You need to get out there, officer. Charlotte is going crazy in the car.”

Percy wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and let out a sigh of relief as the officers rushed to Charlotte’s aid. Earlier that day, a clumsy maintenance worker had accidentally triggered the bank’s alarm system while fixing a flickering light in the main hallway.

In the years that Percy had been the bank’s manager he’d never had a false alarm or a reason to pull it. Everyone in the underworld knew that the bank was protected and not only by its security system or law enforcement. The reason it was important for him to keep the bank under the radar of bank inspectors was because First National Bank of Napoli had unwittingly become a hub for organized crime figures to launder their ill-gotten gains. 

Percy had been coerced into cooperating with the criminals, and the last thing he needed was law enforcement poking around and bringing the wrath of the Treasury Department down on him. But those consequences would pale in comparison to what he would suffer at hands of the bank’s president and largest depositor, Mario Panzarella.

Mario learned about the little bank from a deserter of one of his rivals in Chicago. It only took a little persuading to get the board to appoint him as president after the former president had a nasty and very public accident. After that, Mario’s henchmen put out the word that no one was to mess with the bank, or any other businesses on that block.

Upon returning to his office, Percy pulled out a silver brandy flask from his desk drawer. He poured a generous amount into his now tepid cup of coffee. Percy had made every effort to make the morning operations at the bank as low-key as possible, but it was all in vain as one of the customers in line was Diana Davis, a journalist for the Salem Sentinel.

Percy leaned back in his massive leather chair and glanced up at the monitors as was his custom. When he caught sight of Diana interviewing Takesha, he spit out his coffee and rushed into the lobby.

“Hey, turn off the phone, and you, get back to work,” he barked. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave Ms.”

“I happen to be a depositor here at the bank, Mr. Stanton,” Diana retorted. “My newspaper also is a depositor at this bank. So, I have every right to be here.”

“And I don’t have a problem with you being in the bank conducting bank business, but you’re not allowed to interview or film any part of the bank without the express permission of the manager. And that means me. So, I want you to give me your phone so I can delete whatever you have recorded inside this bank.”

“The only way you’ll get this phone is through a court order, Mr. Percy.”

“Fine, Officer Davits, show the young lady to the door.”

The diminutive figure who stood as the steadfast guardian of the First National Bank of Napoli was Bruce Davits. The 70-year-old retired policeman had as big a heart as his stature was small. Standing at a mere 5 feet 2 inches, Bruce was a familiar face to the townsfolk, and his cheerful demeanor made him well-liked in the close-knit community.

Having served on the Salem police force for decades, Bruce’s wiry frame belied the wealth of experience he carried. His thinning white hair and bushy mustache were iconic in Salem. The sight of his constant companion, a weathered police cap, added an air of authority to his amiable presence. Though officially retired, Bruce couldn’t resist his innate protective nature, especially when it came to safeguarding the local bank.

“Come along, little lady,” he said, opening the door for her.

“Well, I’m not leaving until I close out my account.

“Takesha, close out this...where the hell is Takesha?”

“She went to the hospital with Charlotte, Mr. Stanton,” said Carla.

“Goddamn you, Takesha. Okay, then you’ll have to take care of her. Please let her withdraw one thousand seven hundred sixty-three dollars and thirteen cents. Then you can close out her account.”

When Diana heard Percy reveal the precise sum of her combined savings and checking account, her jaw dropped open. This wouldn’t have been a surprise if she knew Percy’s history. That history began when his second-grade teacher discovered that he had a photographic memory.

This gift was a godsend for his father who was in the illegal numbers racket. Young Percy would carry the betting slips in his head and deliver them to his papa under the noses of law enforcement. It wasn’t long before news of his ability reached the ears of Chicago mob boss Mario Panzarella. After a strenuous test of his numerical acumen, Percy was hired, and his dad was fired. Percy became the breadwinner for his family at the tender age of sixteen.

Diana was on the phone with her editor, Raymond Brison, as soon as she stepped out of the bank.

“Hello, Ray, it’s me. I need you to find out which hospital a bank teller named Charlotte Paulson was taken to from the First National Bank of Napoli. Yes, I think there’s a story there. Well, how many banks you know kick a news reporter out after returning her money and closing her account for speaking to one of their tellers? Exactly!”

*_*_*_*

“Are you okay, Carny?” Brandon asked, getting into the patrol car.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“Oh, of course. I’m used to crazy bank tellers coming up and calling me a witch to my face and accusing me of killing invisible people.”

Rita let out a screeching laugh from the back seat causing Carnella to join in.

“Where do you want to be dropped, Rita?” inquired Brandon.

“I’m going to hang out with my bestie.”

“Don’t you have your own apartment or were you evicted?”

The atmosphere in the car quickly cooled and Carnella knew what was coming next.

“Well, I see you don’t believe in mincing words, Officer Ross.”

“Here we go,” sighed Carnella.

“I take it that you’re sick of seeing this old woman’s face and want to spend some quality time with Carnella.”

“I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but yes, I would like to have some alone time with the woman I love.”

“Well, since you put it that way, you can drop me off at my empty home that I used to share with my only companion Snuggles, and then go fuck yourself.” 

“Rita, don’t be like that,” Carnella said. “We’ll get together tomorrow for a couple of rounds of strip poker.”

“That’s not funny, Carny. Pull over, I’ll walk the rest of the way home. I can’t stand you two for another second.”

“Wow, I’m sorry you have to walk a whole 200 feet to your home, Rita,” Brandon jabbed. “And right near the liquor store.”

Rita placed her hand inside her bra, but before she could give him the finger Brandon peeled out, covering her with burning tire smoke.

“That was terrible,” Carnella said, playfully punching him on the arm. “She’s just a really lonely woman.”

“She’s a miserable old woman with the personality of a moss-covered rock, Carny. I know she’s your friend, but there’s a snowball’s chance in hell of me changing my opinion of her.”

“Before I thought it was just playful banter between you two, but now I see there’s something deeper going on here. What is it?”

“I had to put handcuffs on her for assaulting Father McCall with that cane of hers.”

“That seems only fair. I don’t see why she would still be holding a grudge about that.”

“I should mention that I put the cuffs on her after I tased her.”

“No, you didn’t!”

“She came at me in a drunken stupor with that cane. I had to take her down.”

“Well, I guess the prospect of you two becoming bosom buddies is nil to none.”

As the patrol car approached Carnella’s gate, it opened automatically, prompting Brandon to inquire how when they weren’t in her car.

“Hamilton can see us on the security cameras and opened the gate for us,” she lied.

“You must have them very well hidden because I’ve never noticed them before.”

“Maybe it’s because you’ve been distracted,” she said coyly as she stepped out of the car.

At that moment, Brandon was distracted by her opened leather jacket which gave him an unobstructed view of her bulging breasts.

“See anything you like?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, grabbing the back of her neck and planting a passionate kiss on her mouth.

Carnella instinctively reached up and grabbed the back of his head while shoving her tongue deep inside his mouth. Suddenly, a series of flashbacks of the bank robbery gripped his mind. 

The first images were fleeting glimpses of the interaction between Emma and Ivan before he exited the van.

“Baby, you come back to me in one piece, you hear,” she said, planting a kiss on Ivan’s mouth.

Ivan slapped a magazine into his Uzi submachine gun, racked the slide, and said, “I’ll be out in ten minutes, baby. If not, you get to the other hideout, take the cash that’s hidden in the rocker panels of my car, and get out of town.”

“But where will I meet you?”

“Emma, if I don’t come out of this bank, then that means something went terribly wrong and I’m either dead, or going to jail for a very...”

The next flashback was when the men burst into the lobby with their automatic rifles drawn military style, causing a panic to sweep through the bank like a relentless wave. The vision was so intense that Brandon didn’t hear Carnella asking him repeatedly if he was alright.

“Brandon are you okay?” she asked, placing her hand on his arm, and gently shaking him.

The contact of Carnella’s hand generated the most intense recollection which showed the transformation of her into the giant viper snake. Brandon backed away from her, shaking his head in an attempt to rid himself of the horrific images.

“Branny, what’s the matter with you?”

“I must be tripping, Carny. For a minute I was in the bank and...”

“And what, hun?”

“I saw everything that Charlotte was ranting about. The robbery, the killings, and you...you changing into this monstrous snake.”

“Honey, it’s clear that the hours you’ve been working, and the excitement of this morning have influenced your subconscious.”

“No, it was too surreal, Carny,” he said, taking a step back when she stepped forward. “There’s something more going on here than meets the eye.”

“Branny, you don’t seriously believe that I’m a witch, do you?”

“No, but I need answers, hun,” he said, stepping forward. “And I think I know where to get them.”

“Branny, do you still love me?” she asked, stepping toward him.

“You know I do, Carny.”

“Then remember that when you go looking for the answers,” she whispered in his ear before kissing him on the lips.

*_*_*_*

Patrick was in the main sanctuary preparing for the New Year’s Eve mass when Brandon walked in.

“Father McCall, do you have a minute?”

Patrick carefully stood on a stool and retrieved a large, black book coated with dust from a bookcase in his private library.

“Ah, here it is, Brandon. The Grimoire of Shadows.”

Patrick, a seasoned priest with a penchant for unraveling mysteries, carefully opened the large ancient book discovered in a temple in Malaya six decades ago. The brittle pages crackled with the weight of forgotten secrets as he traced the faded text with his weathered fingers.

As he delved into the mystical passages, Patrick discovered an intriguing connection between Brandon’s haunting flashbacks and Carnella’s alleged witchcraft. The ancient text spoke of a peculiar spell of forgetfulness cast by witches, a spell designed to veil their true nature from memory.

According to the arcane wisdom inscribed in the pages, the spell’s grip weakened if a person was either intoxicated during the bewitching encounter or if there was physical contact with the witch. Patrick’s eyes widened as he made the connection between Brandon’s sporadic flashbacks and the nightmarish dreams he had after he shook Carnella’s hand a year ago.

Armed with this newfound knowledge, Patrick realized that Brandon’s recollections of a bank robbery that didn’t happen were not mere hallucinations but fragments of a suppressed reality.

“I had a similar experience, Brandon.”

“You saw her change into a monstrous snake, Father?”

“No, I didn’t see her change into a creature or kill anyone, Brandon,” Patrick said, refilling his wine glass and offering one to Brandon.

“No, thank you, Father. It’s a little too early for me.”

“If you had the dreams I’ve been having lately you’d say it was a little too late in the day.”

“I’m only interested in the one with Carny in it, Father?”

“Who?”

“Carnella.”

“Oh, yes...yes. Well, shortly after she came into town, I paid her a visit. I thought I would go and see if I can dispel any rumors about her being a witch simply because her last name was Codona.”

“And did you?”

“Well, I asked her a few questions and then did the water test.”

“The water test. What’s that?”

“Witches can’t touch water because of its  symbolic connection with the baptism of Christ.”

“Don’t tell me you tried to drown her, Father.”

“Certainly not! I made myself trip and splashed water in her face.”

“Jesus Christ, Father! Maybe you should be the one seeing me this Saturday in the confessional. So, what happened after you tried to drown her?”

Patrick shot Brandon a disapproving glance at his quip.

“Nothing happened then,” he continued, taking a sip of his wine. “It was later that night when I had that horrific dream or vision.”

In the dream, Patrick found himself standing behind the pulpit in low light. The flickering candles were casting dancing shadows on the worn-out pages of his Bible. The air was heavy with incense, and the silence was broken only by the distant howling of the wind.

The dream replayed the encounter at Carnella’s castle. Her eyes, an unsettling shade of green, sent a cold chill up from his feet that exited out the top of his head. He wanted to run but he felt his feet anchored in a quicksand-like surface.

The dream then shifted to him walking easily down a path into the woods where he stumbled upon Carnella in a secluded clearing. She was surrounded by an unearthly glow, her red hair flowing like a river in the wind. As their eyes met, Patrick felt the same shiver run down his spine again, but he was unable to look away.

Carnella spoke in a soft, melodic voice, a voice that seemed to echo in Patrick’s brain even after waking. She uttered cryptic phrases and spoke of visions that sent waves of dread throughout his body. He tried to cognitively dismiss the encounter as part of the dream, but the images that followed erased all rationality he might have possessed.

When Carnella snapped her fingers, Patrick found himself standing in the midst of a desolated Salem. The once bustling town was now reduced to ruins by some unknown destructive force. Patrick was hit with a blinding flash of light, and when his vision cleared, he saw Carnella floating in the heavens above. She was surrounded by an eerie light that seemed to defy the laws of nature.

Carnella removed her wand and pointed it at the ground. Below, the members of The Trinity, the Church of England’s secret Holy order established to hunt witches, lay dead or dying. Their bodies were strewn across the ruined streets, their once-pious faces twisted in pain. The chapel, where Patrick had spent countless hours in prayer, was now a crumbling husk. Its smoldering walls were covered with the blood of the fallen.

As Patrick surveyed the devastation, a deep, guttural growl echoed through the air. He turned to see the ground splitting open, revealing a chasm that led to the depths of hell. From the abyss emerged a hand, grotesque and clawed, reaching up as if to grasp the world in its malevolent grip. Patrick knew it was the hand of Lucifer, the harbinger of the End of days.

“But that’s impossible,” said Patrick. “We’ve been vigilant. There has been no sign of the anti-Christ.”

A voice, both seductive and menacing, echoed a reply in Patrick’s mind. 

“The Antichrist is the child of the Grand Witch and member of your flock. The time has come, Patrick. The age of man is over, and my reign begins. Kneel before your god.”

The next image to frame his nightmare was that of a baby exiting Carnella’s vagina with red glowing eyes, claws for hands, and the number 666 imprinted on the base of his neck. The vision continued with the world leaders on their knees before the child who is now a grown man. Standing beside him is his mother holding the wand threateningly over the masses.

However, despite the graphic imagery of the previous flashes, the one that snapped him out of his nightmare was that of a mob nailing him to a cross and piercing his heart with a flaming spear.

“I woke up in a pool of sweat screaming NO at the top of my lungs, Brandon. The dream was so real in my mind that I felt the pain in my side for days. After going to see two doctors, it finally took one session with a therapist to realize it was all psychosomatic.”

No matter how much the therapist assured Patrick the source of his ailment was in his mind, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this dream held a deeper truth. Was it a warning, a premonition of things to come, or merely the product of an overactive imagination fueled by too much wine?

“Father McCall,” Brandon said, when he saw Patrick staring blankly into his empty glass of wine. “Hello, earth to Father McCall.”

“Oh, um, I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything, Father. You stopped talking. But I would like to know if there is a sure way I can tell if she’s a witch or not.”

“Are you sure you want to know, Brandon?”

“Yes, Father, I need to know the truth about the woman I plan to spend the rest of my life with,” he said, desperation creeping into his voice. “How can I find out?”

Patrick, after a moment of contemplation, began gently turning through the pages until he found what he was looking for.

“There’s an ancient method, but it comes with great risks, my son. You need to sprinkle holy water on her when she’s unaware.”

“Wait, didn’t you try it, and it didn’t work, Father? Why would I try it again?”

“Because I believe that she expected me to do it, Brandon. I don’t know how she was able to block it. I think maybe she was coated in some type of full body water repellant.”

“You need to put the cork in that bottle, Father. Do you know how crazy you sound?”

“Probably about as crazy as Charlotte sounded when she described her killing all those bank robbers. You know, the same images you saw when you kissed Carnella. All I’m saying is that if you really want to discover the truth, you need to do this Brandon. Why not ask her to take a shower with you?”

“Do my ears deceive me, Father? A priest condoning premarital sex?”

“Are you going to be serious or keep cracking jokes, Brandon.”

“I can’t do a sneaky thing like that, Father.”

“Then ask her to go swimming in the pool, or to the beach, or go for a walk with her the next time it rains. But be warned, if she is a witch, it will cause her pain, perhaps unbearable or fatal pain.”

Brandon’s eyes widened with a mix of fear and morbid curiosity. 

“What do you mean by fatal pain?”

“There is a passage that said a true witch may burst into flames upon contact with water.

Brandon recoiled at the thought of Carnella’s milky soft white flesh being scorched. 

“Burst into flames, Father. Witch or no witch, I can’t bear the thought of hurting Carnella, but I also can’t live without knowing the truth. For Christ sakes, Father, help me.”

Patrick, with a heavy heart, offered a final piece of advice. 

“Brandon, love, and trust are the foundations of any relationship. Before resorting to such extreme measures, have an open and honest conversation with Carnella. If she loves you as much as you obviously love you, she’ll trust you with the truth.”

“And if she denies it?”

“Then you’ll have two choices, my son. You’ll either believe that she’s telling the truth, or you’ll have to seek the truth.”

At that moment, Rita who had been listening outside the door, barged in, and said, “I know you’re not talking about my girl, Carny, Patrick.”

“For fucksakes, you’re like a bad penny that keeps showing up,” said Brandon. “I’ll talk to you later.”

This time Rita was able to give Brandon the finger inches from his face as he passed by her.

“Rita!” Patrick scolded. “You’re in the house of God.”

“This is an office in the house of a drunk priest, Patrick. Now, why were you guys talking about my Carny?”

*_*_*_*

Antonio Salerno spent New Year’s Day in Chicago relaxing in his dining room and smoking his morning cigar while drifts of smoke floated around him. A strong aroma of coffee lingered in the air, blending with the faint scent of his breakfast. The morning sun filtered through heavy drapes, casting shadows over the polished table. Antonio’s eyes, framed by sharp lines and a grizzled demeanor, were fixated on the Salem Sentinel spread before him.

As he sipped his coffee, Antonio’s attention snagged on the headline of an article by investigative reporter Diana that read, “The Bank Robbery That Never Happened.” When he saw it, his thick eyebrows furrowed as cigar smoke escaped through clenched teeth. 

Sheriff Big Jim Coulder might have been the brains of the bank robbery operation, but the Chicago mobster and loan shark was the one financing the heist. When he got to the part about Charlotte’s rantings in the article Antonio’s simmering rage boiled over. 

The resonance of a dropped cigar echoed in the room as Antonio rose abruptly, chair scraping against the floor. He grabbed his phone and made a long-distance call. Ten minutes after that call he was in his chauffeur driven limousine on his way to Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport.
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etective Larry Wray, a seasoned veteran with two decades of service under his belt at the Salem Police Department, had long ago strayed from the path of justice. Despite the badge on his chest, Larry had become entangled in the web of corruption that lurked beneath the city’s seemingly tranquil surface. 

He had found himself on the payroll of the local criminal elements, exchanging information for a handsome fee. Over the years, Larry had built a shadowy network of connections, allowing him to stay one step ahead of the law while lining his pockets. The most lucrative connection he made was five years ago when he discovered who was robbing the establishments in Salem from a local snitch named Bobby Lupe. That information led to a financial agreement between Larry and Antonio “Fat Tony” Salerno; ten percent of any illicit gains acquired in the city limits of Salem.

Larry’s crooked smile greeted Antonio as he exited the terminal, a subtle acknowledgment of the sinister alliance between them. 

“Welcome to Salem, Antonio,” Larry grumbled, his voice carrying an undertone of menace.

“That’s Mr. Salerno to you, Larry,” Antonio scolded.

“Antonio, haven’t you noticed that I don’t get annoyed when you address me by my first name instead of Detective Wray? It’s because you and I know I’m a piece of shit. Now, you may be dressed in two-thousand-dollar suits and live in a nice mansion in Chicago, but you’re still a two-bit, low life Dago errand boy one step up from shining your boss’ shoes. Now, let’s get down to business. What do you want to know?”

Antonio, unfazed by Larry’s abrasive words, allowed a sly smile to play on his lips. His piercing eyes bore into Larry’s, portraying a confidence that spoke of years navigating the treacherous waters of organized crime. 

“Larry, my friend,” Antonio began, his tone dripping with a blend of charm and menace, “You may be a piece of shit, but you’re my piece of shit. We understand each other, don’t we?”

Larry scoffed, taking a drag from the half-burned cigarette dangling between his fingers. 

“Save the small talk, Antonio. What do you want?”

Over the years, Larry had perfected the art of leaking information about impending police raids to his criminal associates. He had become the go-to source for those looking to outsmart the law.

Antonio, always the picture of composure, took a moment to straighten his cufflinks before getting to the heart of the matter. 

“I want to know about the bank robbery,” Antonio said, climbing into the backseat of Larry’s black Mercedes Benz with the deeply tinted windows.

“What bank robbery?”

Antonio reached over and grabbed Larry’s shoulder with his hand.

“What do you take me for? A fool? I’m talking about the First National Bank of Napoli job that Big Jim pulled off New Year’s Eve.”

Larry abruptly slammed on the brakes and pulled over to the side of the road.

“Wait, are you telling me that you and Jim planned to hit your own people’s bank?”

“What do you mean planned? They did hit it and I want to know how much they got.”

“Antonio, there was no robbery at that bank. I responded to the false bank alarm.”

“The bank teller said different. She even described Jim and that idiot, Bone Crusher.”

“You’re talking about Charlotte.”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“Yeah, she’s in a rubber room at County General.”

“Okay, Mr. Detective, if there wasn’t a robbery, how come I haven’t heard from Jim to tell me it was called off? How come an investigative reporter is reporting on it? I’ll tell you what I think. I think this Charlotte, and probably Percy, did a deal with Jim to get a cut of the robbery. Then they cut her out and she’s ratting on them.”

“Why don’t you call Jim, and find out what the deal is?”

“Oh, gee Larry, why the fuck didn’t I think of that. Now I see why you’re a detective. I need you to take me by his place.”

“This ain’t an Uber, Antonio. I’ll take you to rent a car and you can go to Peabody to talk to Jim. I’m going back to Salem and hope no one else knows that you planned to rob the mob’s bank.”

“And they won’t know as long as you keep your mouth shut, you sell your mother for a nickel bastard.”

“Actually, it’s a dime now. The rates have gone up, Antonio. And speaking of rates, I’ll expect double my usual fee for keeping my mouth shut about this little caper and ten percent of the haul.”

“Listen you figlio di puttana!”

“English, Antonio, in English. I don’t speak that spaghetti bullshit.”

“I said, listen you son of a bitch,” Antonio snarled. “I’m not giving you a cent more than usual. Because if word did get back to Chicago about my involvement, how hard do you think it would be for me to convince them that you played a part in it too? You’ll be wearing cement shoes before you can dance an Irish jig, you mick.”

“How did you expect to hit that bank and get away without your boss knowing it?”

“Because they were only supposed to take one bag of his operating money from the vault on the lower level,” said Antonio. “It would be years before he noticed it was missing. And even if he found out, we were going to serve that coon Percy’s ass up on a platter to take the fall.”

“Well, it seems like Big Jim fucked you. How much money is in the one bag?”

“About three million.”

Percy let out a whistle.

“All untraceable, of course.”

“Of course.”

“I want twenty percent finder’s fee, Antonio, and an additional thirty percent if I have to eliminate the crew for you.”

“Why such an ambitious bounty?” Antonio asked.

Antonio wasn’t interested in Larry’s response. He was busy calculating what it would cost to have Larry added to the list of people to be killed to cover up the robbery.

“Because a buddy of mine in the State Attorney General’s office told me he saw my name on a complaint and they’re starting an investigation. I’m going to need some getaway money.”

“I’ll take care of any disposal work with my people; you handle the pig work. Check out the bank and see what you can find out.”

“Okay, so we’re in agreement. I get twenty percent finder’s fee of what the haul was.”

“Fifteen percent.”

“I’m not going to sit here on the side of the road and haggle with you, Antonio. I’m sure you’re not the only one who read that article. We need to work fast.”

“Okay, okay, bastardo. Twenty percent it is. Now take me to the car rental place.”

Larry stomped on the gas pedal, purposely causing Antonio to be slammed against the back seat.

“Bastardo!”

“And then some,” retorted Larry.

Tina Coulder, Big Jim’s wife, was sitting in the living room in the worn-out recliner he had promised to replace, sipping on a bottle of gin. The television was tuned to the Home Shopping Network when she heard the click of Antonio’s cigarette lighter.

“A little early in the morning ain’t it, Tina?” he laughed.

“You get out of the hell out of my house, you fat pig,” Tina shouted, rising unsteadily.

“Now there’s no need to be unsociable, Tina. I just want you to tell me where your husband is.”

“I don’t know where he is. I’ve been calling his cell for the past two days and it goes straight to voicemail.”

“Where were they going to meet up to split the money, Tina?” he asked, stroking her face with his finger.

“I don’t know,” she said, abruptly turning her face away. “He never told me that part of the plan.”

“Well, where were you planning on relocating to, Tina?”

“Who said we were going anywhere?”

“The four packed suitcases in your bedroom said so.”

Tina’s eyes opened wide as Antonio’s smile faded and his huge paw tightened on her shoulder. He pushed her back down into the recliner and stood in front of her. He slowly slid his zipper down, the devious smile returning to his face.

“You know Tina, you used to give the best head when you were turning tricks at my strip club. Then you fell in love with ole Big Jim and retired from service. The boys down at the Pink Oasis sure did miss you. Are you still as good as you used to be?”

“You touch me, and you’ll answer to Jim when he turns up, you fucker.”

“I’m not concerned about Jim right now, Tina,” he said, grabbing a fist full of hair on the top of her head. “I want to know two things before I walk out of here. I want to know if you still have your oral skills and where your husband is. And if you want me to leave your face intact, you’ll not lie to me again.”

When Antonio walked out of the house he was convinced about two things. The first was that Tina’s oral skills had not diminished in the least. The second was that she was telling the truth about not knowing where Jim was hiding. Unfortunately, the answer came two seconds before a blood vessel popped in her brain from the vicious slaps he had inflicted on her face.

Antonio stood in the open doorway of the home, lit his cigar, and said, “Time to go see an old friend.”

*_*_*_*

Rita hobbled out to the veranda where Carnella was sitting on Brandon’s lap, hand feeding him a strip of bacon. Her hair was disheveled, containing a mix of stale popcorn and confetti. But the part of her appearance that made Carnella laugh out loud were the hickeys on her neck and the smeared lipstick that made her look like a clown.

“Will someone please tell me why the hell Armando is in my bed with my panties on his head?”

Carnella couldn’t help but replay the spectacle of Rita’s less-than-ladylike escapade at the party. It started with her betting Armando, and a couple of unsuspecting gentlemen, that she could drink them under the table. Rita, in her infinite wisdom, decided to celebrate her triumph by generously bestowing lap dances upon a select group of the party’s male attendees. It was like a chaotic symphony of questionable decisions and flailing limbs.

However, the night took a sudden detour into the realm of chaos when one of the unfortunate gentlemen’s wives decided she’d had enough. In a move that could only be described as a Shakespearean twist, she unleashed a torrent of profanity-laced objections that could make a sailor blush. Rita, not known for being the paragon of grace and diplomacy, responded by slapping the woman so hard that she fell into a couple of cocktail waitresses who became involuntary dominoes.

“The next thing I knew, you and Armando were heading upstairs after he won you in a game of poker.”

“And you let him, Carny? How could you?”

“Excuse you, but when I tried to intervene, you said something along the lines of mind your fucking business, I’m grown, and how would I like to get slapped like that other bitch.”

Brandon chuckled at the memory of the verbal exchange between Carnella and Rita that night. For a minute he thought he was going to have to intervene between the two feisty women when Carnella asked Rita if she wanted to be knocked into the next life. But Rita only laughed, kissed her on the cheek, and then walked upstairs with her hand on Armando’s ass.

“I certainly did not,” Rita gasped. “You’re making that up.”

“Did too.”

“Did not.”

“Yes, you did, Rita,” echoed Brandon.

“Oh, of course you’re going to take her side, flat foot. You want to know how I know I didn’t grab his ass.”

“How?” asked Carnella.

“Because Armando doesn’t have any ass.”

Armando, who was standing in the entryway entrance wearing a robe and drinking coffee, smirked, and remarked, “That's not what you said last night when you were holding onto it for dear life.”

“Shut the fuck up and go wait for me upstairs,” Rita snapped, angrily.

“Oh, are we still playing the captain and the private?”

Armando’s retort caused Brandon to spit his coffee all over the front of Carnella’s nightgown. Carnella was laughing so hard she didn’t notice at first. That is until Brandon grabbed a glass of water and dipped his napkin in it.

“Here, let me wipe that off for you, baby.” 

Carnella leapt up and said, “That’s okay, hun, I have to take a shower anyway. You finish your breakfast. I’ll be down in a jiffy.”

“And what were you two doing that you need to wash your ass, huh?”

“Well, Rita, we certainly weren’t trying to fuck half of Salem after the ball dropped,” she retorted, patting Rita gently on the face as she walked past her.

“Oh, so I guess I’m supposed to believe that Brandon slept in the guest room all night, Carny?”

Carnella turned abruptly to reply but Brandon beat her to the punch.

“Yes, Rita, although you don’t know any, there are people left in the world with scruples and morals,” Brandon countered.

“I’ll remember that the next time I see you pull over a minority for driving while black, Brandon,” Rita snickered.

“Why you old...”

Brandon’s rebuke was interrupted by the movement of Carnella’s massive Doberman Pinschers. King’s ears perked up and Queenie lifted her head smartly in the direction of the security gate that separated Carnella’s property from the outside world.

King, the more assertive of the two, emitted a low, guttural growl that reverberated through the air. Queenie, equally alert, joined in with a deep-throated growl of her own. Their sharp canines glistened in the dimming light, bared as a warning to the mysterious figure who had ventured too close.

“You can come out of the bushes whoever you are,” Carnella ordered.

A cloud passed overhead, momentarily blocking out the sun as the hooded figure approached the gate. He placed his hands on the bars and stared at the dogs who were slowly walking toward him. The dogs remained fixed on the man, their protective instincts in full force.

“Please call off your dogs, Ms. I mean you no harm. I was wondering if you could spare some food and water perhaps.”

“Stay,” Carnella commanded.

King and Queenie immediately sat down but never took their eyes off the man. Carnella’s eyes were on the man as well. He was donned in a gray robe that had a black braided rope wrapped around his waist. His military boots concealed a secret intent, even if the rosary beads around his neck and the cowl made him look like a monk. 

“Why didn’t you knock on the front door like normal people, mister?” Brandon asked, his hand locked on his sidearm.

“I did try the front door, but your very unfriendly butler told me to come around this way, sir.”

“Oh, I do apologize for Hamilton, er...is it Father or deacon?” asked Carnella unlocking the gate.

“It’s neither, Ms...”

“Codona, Carnella Codona.”

“I’m Brother Joshua,” he said, extending his hand.

King let out a menacing growl and was about to remove Joshua’s arm from his body when Carnella snapped her finger. King turned and trotted into the house with Queenie right behind him.

“I see, like your butler, your dogs are not very friendly.”

“Oh, I do apologize for Hamilton’s behavior, Brother Joshua. He’s not a people person.”

“Yet, you employ him as a butler.”

“Forgive him, nobody’s perfect. Won’t you come inside, Brother Joshua? I’ll have breakfast prepared for you.”

As they entered the parlor, the sounds of vigorous sex were heard coming from the upstairs landing.

“Would you excuse me for a minute, Brother Joshua?”

“Certainly.”

Carnella bounded up the stairs and disappeared out of view.

The men downstairs heard a smack and then Rita yelled, “Ouch! What the fuck, Carnella.”

“You couldn’t close the fucking door, Rita? I’ll deal with you two later.”

The vibration from Carnella slamming the bedroom door shut was felt downstairs. Carnella’s poise and smile had returned by the time she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Ahem, this way Brother Joshua,” she said, walking into the dining room.

At that moment, Brandon’s cell phone rang. 

“This is Brandon. Yes, sir. I’m on my way. Excuse me, Brother Joshua. May I see your identification?”

“May I ask why, sir?”

“I’m not going to leave my girlfriend alone with a total stranger without knowing who he is.”

“Very well,” Joshua said, handing Brandon his State ID.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“What’s going on, Branny?” Carnella asked, taking hold of his hand.

“They found the Peabody Sheriff’s wife murdered in their home. Their department is asking us to assist them in the homicide investigation.”

“Oh, how awful. Please, be careful, hun.”

“I will, Carny,” he said, planting a passionate kiss on her mouth. “Nothing is going to stop me from asking you the question.”

Brandon knelt and gave King and Queenie hugs.

“You take care of Mommy,” he said, before walking out the door. 

*_*_*_*

In a poorly lit alley in the gritty part of Peabody, nestled between a liquor store and a forgotten storefront church, stood a seemingly inconspicuous pawn shop named “Sal’s Treasures.” The faded sign above the entrance swung lazily in the chilly breeze, casting an eerie glow on the narrow sidewalk. 

To the unknowing eye, it was just another dusty establishment dealing in forgotten heirlooms and discarded memories. But for those who knew the whispers in the shadows, Sal’s Treasures was a front for Sal Grasso’s clandestine operations. The shop served as a hub for counterfeiting currency, fencing stolen goods, and the meticulous creation of fake passports. Behind the cluttered shelves and outdated trinkets, Sal’s illegal empire thrived in the shadows.

With the exception of the local gas station and Stop-n-Shop, all the stores were closed in Peabody on New Year’s Day. The front door of Sal’s had a “Sorry We’re Closed” sign on it, but the back door had an invisible sign that said, “Opened for Shady Business.” The bell above that door jingled softly as Antonio opened it. 

Sal Grasso, an overweight man with slicked-back hair and a perpetual sheen of sweat on his forehead, was hunched behind a counter, examining a fake Rolex with a magnifying glass. The subtle hum of the counterfeit money printer in the back room was abruptly drowned out by the low hum of fear that settled in Sal’s gut when he heard the ominous click-clack of expensive shoes on the creaky floor.

Antonio surveyed the shop with
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