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It Wasn’t Supposed To Happen Like This
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A Black Deeper Than Death was meant to be a single book, definitely not the first part of a series or a series part of a chronology. My active brain ran away from me and had other plans. Many stories popped into my head, some of which are here in this omnibus. Some stories I couldn’t do until Radicci Sisters. Some stories I couldn’t do in the series’ current timeline so I started the Cities series. Some stories I still have yet to punch into the keyboard and that is why this character may never end. (Though, I have an end in mind and already hinted at it in other books.)

Like many readers, I love series. I love television series. As a child they were a religion. Or at least an obsessive pattern that I would later identify as an autistic trait (more on that later). 

What I learned from a lifetime of reading and watching series is that a great one has a through-line, a primary story that weaves through all the episodes. Usually, it is based on a main character’s unresolved trauma or desire like in The X-Files and sometimes it’s an event that affects a community like Twin Peaks. Maybe it doesn’t make an appearance in every book/episode but it does pop in to remind you that it’s there and leads closer to a climax. Once this through-line is climaxed then the series is over. 

In Miki’s case, her want, her through-line started as an anonymous text message from Yippy Freakz. Originally, the message was sent from the killer of the first novel. But when I reached the end of A Black Deeper Than Death, the old Hollywood tradition of leaving a cliffhanger smacked my head and this idea came up. What if the anonymous message was not from the killer but from someone else? Soon, that someone else became someone that Miki would need in her life. A need that stemmed from my life.

You see, writers are advised to write what they know. That seems imposing because writers are boring people and they don’t know anything that they think would interest others. Writers mistake it for what celebrity writers like John Grisham do. “I can only write a legal thriller if I am a lawyer.” Bullshit. We are writers. What we don’t know, we research, make it up, and make it believable. Making it believable is where ‘Writing what you know’ comes in. Writing what you know is talking about your mundane life experiences. How you portray the main character’s life, even though she’s a child art protege and you’re not, connects you to your reader. How she eats, how she travels, and how she interacts with common things or people. Also, in the case of a story, writers must write about their life experiences, what they learned from life. After all, characters go through changes like writers and the rest of humanity. The decline of a secretive family, Nazis, depression, loneliness, etc, are all things I am familiar with and continue to experience. To the average person, the Miki Radicci series comes off as an urban dark fantasy filled with crime but below the surface it’s a bio-fiction series, probably the closest I will ever achieve to autobiography. Truth through lies, remember?

All writers should attempt this. They all should open up to their reader. Most readers might not catch on because of the flashy plotting and dialog, but it seeps into their subconscious. If you’re lucky, they will agree with your experiences and, for reasons maybe they’re not sure of, keep following that main character who seems a little bit more real than the situation they are dropped into.

M.E. Purfield
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Heart on the Devil’s Sleeve

Book 7


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

STONE FACES
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I hate when people interrupt me while I’m working. Especially when they come to arrest me. And I was in such a groove too.

“Ms. Radicci?”

“Yeah?”

“This is John O’Bannon, US Marshall. We would like to speak to you for a moment.”

“Uh, what about?”

“We’ll explain after you let us in.”

I turn to the living room behind me and watch it spin. Federal Marshals? What the hell do they want with me? From what I understand they handle prisoners, protect the courts, and serve warrants. Oh shit. They’re going to arrest me for putting Ethan Weisz in the hospital and killing two of his stooges. Wait. Can they do that?

I slam my fist to the wall.

“Ms. Radicci.”

I press the enter button that releases a light buzz. I open the door and straighten my tank and pants. Paint covers my hands and arms, probably my face too. 

I notice that I left the music on. I walk over to the stereo and pause the Sonic Youth CD. Someone knocks at the unlocked door. I rush over on my bare feet and open it. Two men stand outside wearing pants, polo shirts, and blue jackets with a star on the breast and the letters USMS underneath. Both of the white guys in their thirties hold out their badges and IDs. Looks like they’re with SOG – Special Operations Group.

“I’m O’Bannon,” the one with the scruffy face says. “And this is Daniel Carpenter." O’Bannon suppresses a yawn. Maybe they’ve been up all night. At least they sent over cute ones. Carpenter stands out more with his clean face, baby blue eyes, and wedding ring.

“They look real,” I say, pointing to the badges.

They pocket them. O’Bannon says, “Are you an authority in spotting fake ones?”

“Come in,” I say, backing up. “When I was little my Dad showed me how to spot a fake badge.”

“Michael Radicci, correct?” Carpenter asks.

I’m sure they researched my dad’s long history as a career criminal and his time in jail. 

“Yeah,” I say. “Is this about him?”

“No.”

I stop in the middle of the loft, my workspace to my left and the living room area to my back. The Marshals stand a few feet away from me with the kitchen and two bedrooms behind them. I try to keep my breath and heart calm. O’Bannon trains his cold-eyed stare on mine while Carpenter turns his head around the apartment and takes everything in.

“Speaking of your father,” O’Bannon says. “Have you seen him lately?”

“I haven’t seen my father in years.”

“You still have that lawsuit against him? He stole money from you?”

“That’s right. My mother, too. There are warrants out on them,” I say. “I thought this had nothing to do with my father.”

“We’re curious if you know where he is.”

“Not a clue. So can we cut through the crap? Why are you here?” I ask. “I got lots of work today.”

Both men glance at my work area, nod their heads, and give me back their attention. “Anthony Radicci has escaped from the Federal Penitentiary in Brooklyn as of 2:30 AM on September 4th.”

Uncle Tony’s serving ten years for counterfeiting. Well, he was as of last night.

“Okay.” I shrug.

“Is he here, Ms. Radicci?” O’Bannon asks.

“No,” I say, locking on his eyes. I hold back a smile. I’m so proud I can tell an authority figure the truth for once.

“Do you mind if we search the apartment?”

“Condo. Sure.”

O’Bannon turns to Carpenter and nods his head. The married marshal checks the bedrooms behind him first.

“How did he escape?” I ask.

“Where were you on the morning of September 4th?”

“Here. Sleeping.”

“Can anyone verify that?”

“No. My grandfather has been out of town the last few weeks. I live with him.”

“No friends or boyfriend?”

“No. Well, I had a friend over last night - the night of the 3rd -  but she left before eleven. She has a curfew.”

He takes out a notepad. “This friend’s name?”

“Miranda Cohn.” I give him the address of the Elite building on 55th Street where she lives.

“No apartment number?” he asks.

Carpenter goes up the loft stairs to Grandpa’s bedroom.

“No apartment number. Just go to the receptionist and ask for her. Mention my name, she’ll come down.”

If how Miranda lives seems weird to O’Bannon, it doesn’t show in his face.

“And your grandfather, Blaise Radicci. Where’s he at?”

“He’s been at an old friend’s place in Brooklyn. I don’t know the address but I have it written down.”

“If you could please get it.”

I walk to the kitchen and open the side counter drawer. I take out the pad where Grandpa wrote the address of his friend Tom McLaughlin. I walk back to O’Bannon and read the address off to him. “I think it’s in Coney Island,” I say.

Carpenter comes back down and stops at our sides. “Clean,” he says.

O’Bannon nods. 

“Have you heard from your Uncle, Ms. Radicci?” O’Bannon asks.

“No. A few months ago I stopped visiting him. We had a...disagreement.”

He nods like it’s no big deal. He must have checked the visitor’s records before he came here.

“About what?” he asks. “This disagreement.”

About him not telling me how to find an illegal gun dealer. Instead I say, “It’s personal.”

“Did he ask you to help break him out?”

“No,” I say. “Besides, how would I know how to break someone out of prison? I’m just an artist.”

“So what did you say the disagreement was about?”

“I didn’t. I said it’s personal,” I say, holding back my annoyance.

O’Bannon reaches inside his jacket and hands me a card. “If you should come in any kind of contact with your uncle we ask that you please call us.”

I take the card and pocket it. “Or risk going to jail.”

“Exactly.”

“Couldn’t I just go to the car you’ll have parked across the street watching me if I have any news?” I ask.

They keep stone faces against my smirk.
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DISTANCE
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I close the door after the Marshals, slam my back to it, and say, “Shit.” I rush to the coffee table where I left my cell phone, dial Grandpa’s number, and listen to it ring.

“C’mon,” I say, pacing the living room.

It goes to voice mail. I wait for the outgoing message to finish then say, “Grandpa, it’s me. Please call me back as soon as you can. This is way important. Uncle Tony broke out of prison.”

I disconnect the call, sit on the couch, and stare at the phone. Minutes drag by. Why isn’t the phone ringing back?

I redial the number and let it ring. Again, it goes to voice mail.

“Shit!”
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WHEN QUESTIONS CONTROL THE BODY
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I don’t sleep. How can I? Instead I keep my phone close to my side, call Grandpa every thirty minutes, and surf the Internet. I search for stories on Uncle Tony. Nothing. Not one mention of his breakout last night on any news service. Maybe he’s no big deal. He’s not a serial killer, mobster, or high profile. He’s just another career criminal who made a living at what he does best: making fake money. He’s so good that the Feds offered to reduce his time to ten years if he would help them find other counterfeiters. No, he didn’t rat his friends out, he only shared some of his trade secrets, like he shared with me on how to make fake driver’s licenses on the computer. 

So why would he break out now? He only had six years left to go. Shit, if I wasn’t such a bitch to him last April I would probably know. No. He wouldn’t have told me if he was planning something. He loves me too much. He would want to keep me out of trouble.

I step away from the desktop computer and sit on my bed. My leg bounces on the floor. I cross my arms. I need to calm down. I walk to the dresser and pull off the bottle of whiskey. I pop out the cork and take a swig. The yellow liquid burns down my throat. Immediately, I feel the calm. I shouldn’t be drinking. For the last few weeks I’ve been back on Novalexia, the drug that cuts down the physical effects of my psychic visions. But...shit! 

I leave the bedroom – with the bottle and phone – and enter the living room. I stop at the easel and reach out for a paintbrush. My hand pulls back: empty. Back at the couch, I place the phone on the table and pick up the remote. I turn on the television and flip through the few hundred cable channels...three times.

Turning off the television, I take a drink and try calling Grandpa again. Voicemail. 

“Grandpa, when you hear this, please call me back. Please,” I whisper.

Disconnect the call, take another swig, and curl up on the couch. Grandpa used to call me almost everyday, but as the weeks went on, the calls became sparse. Towards the end I was the one doing the calling.

I tip to the side and rest my head on the pillow. I finally find a bit of comfort in the whiskey and the fetal position. 
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SMALL TREASURES
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A headache and a dry mouth wake me up the next morning. The clock on the wall says 7:23 AM. I must have passed out from drinking and got two hours of sleep last night. Hooray for alcoholism. Finally something good came from it.

I ease up onto my butt and wait for the room to stop spinning. On my feet, I shuffle to the shower. The cold water wakes me up. I skip the soap since I’m still wearing yesterday’s clothes. I turn off the water, strip off the wet clothes, and towel myself dry.

Dressed and with my saddlebag on, I take the pad where Grandpa wrote Tom McLaughlin’s address, and leave the condo.
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SEVERE EYES
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I take the 4 train and then the N to Mermaid in Brooklyn. I haven’t been here since Corey was alive. We used to check out the Mermaid Parade and head off to the rides and the beach afterwards. Nothing much has changed as I walk down the few blocks to 19th Street. Corner stores, houses built over single car garages, red and brick apartment buildings, and giant murals painted on the sides of them. 

I find 19th Street and the building. It’s an art deco postwar structure with four floors. It probably doesn’t have an elevator. McLaughlin’s apartment number is 4D. My head still feels fucked and my body stretched, but I’m going to have to rough it up the stairs. 

I pass a line of old women in house dresses and coats sitting on lawn chairs in front of the building. A few of them eye me like an animal sizing up prey while others share a pleasant smile. I nod and grin at all of them and climb up the stairs.

A brick holds open the door to the building. Maybe the ladies don’t bring their keys with them. The metal might weigh down their dresses and flash some skin. A girl has to be careful not to get raped. I stop at the mailboxes. 4D has the name Berman under it.

I walk up the wide staircase and try to fight off the bad feeling brewing in my gut. Televisions and music echoes from down the halls, mixing with the sounds of my boots slapping the marble. I reach the forth floor, step up to the apartment, and knock.

“Who is it,” a woman asks.

“Hi. I’m looking for a Tom McLaughlin.”

“Who?” she asks.

“Tom McLaughlin. I’m the granddaughter of his friend Blaise Radicci. He’s supposed to be here.”

“Who let you in?”

“The door was open,” I say. “Please. Can I speak with you? I...I can’t find my grandfather and...” I cover my mouth as my throat chokes.

Two locks and a chain move inside. The door opens. The white middle-aged woman leans on crutches. I notice the curlers in her hair and her foot in a cast.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you,” I say. “Are you related to Tom?”

“No. There’s no Tom McLaughlin here.”

“What? No. There must be some mistake.” I show her the paper. “He wrote this address down before he left to see him last month. They were friends in the army and Grandpa came here to take care of him for a while.”

“I’m sorry, girly. But I’ve been living here for three years. By myself.”

I throw my head back and sigh. “Oh, my God.” I take out my phone and pull up the pictures stored in it. I show her the selfie of Grandpa and I from a few months ago.

“This man here,” I say. “You haven’t seen him?”

“This the fella who was supposed to come here and take care of a Mr. McLaughlin?”

“Yes.”

“Nope. Never seen him.”

I pocket the phone and the paper.

“I’m sorry to bother you.”

“You going?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

“Do me a favor and take the brick from the door. I hate when those yentas do that. One of these days someone is going to get robbed or raped.”
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LITTLE BIT OF TRUTH
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Back home, I shuffle to the kitchen and take a bottle of water from the fridge. I guzzle half of it, suffer the freezer burn in my throat, and then call Grandpa’s phone again. It rings and rings and...

“No fucking answer,” I scream. 

I throw my arm but not the phone. God how I wish I could smash it. But if he calls back...

Why would Grandpa give me a bogus address? He friggin’ lied. Even when he called to check up on me everyday he was lying. After all the times he would give me shit for lying to him he goes and does this. Lies right to my face the day he told me about his friend being sick and having to take care of him since he saved his life in the war. 

“Okay,” I whisper, lowering my arms and taking deep breaths. If Grandpa lied about seeing a fake friend, then where has he been the last month? And does it have something to do with Uncle Tony?

Okay, okay, okay. Too many questions and not enough answers. I need to start with what I know. Tom McLaughlin.

I place the half-filled bottle of water on the island table and go to my bedroom. I sit at the desktop and open up the Internet explorer. I do a search on Tom McLaughlin and Brooklyn, New York. A lot of useless hits come up. Some of them have nothing to do with the man or Brooklyn. But I do find a white pages listing. He did live at 19th Street, Apt 4D in Brooklyn. Was that Berman woman lying to me? I do a search on the White Pages site to be sure. After I hit enter, I find the same address. He could have moved though. And if he moved out of state I’m probably going to get thousands of hits for Tom McLaughlin. Or...

I enter the Social Security Death Index and do the same search. I find him. Tom McLaughlin died in Brooklyn three years ago. He was sixty-four years old at the time of his death. So he could have been a real person that Grandpa knew. They could even have been in the army together. But why say he was going to see him?
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LETTERS
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I’m rarely inside Grandpa’s room. Sure, I’ve been in there a few times, but to give him his mail or bring him up food whenever he was sick. Not that he doesn’t want me in there, just that I respect his privacy. I stand at the door and scan around. He left it neat. The bed made with sharp corners. The dresser holds an arrangement of deodorants, colognes, medications, and vitamins. Medications.

I walk over to the dresser and pick up his pills that are supposed to lower his cholesterol. I open the bottle. Just two pills. The prescription has three more refills. He could have just brought the refill with him and left the two pills for when he comes back. If he comes back. 

A footlocker at the end of his bed holds all of Grandpa’s personal possessions. His history, private moments, and memories. I’ve only seen the inside of it once when he showed me Grandma’s journals. I’m going to have to see it again.

I kneel down at the locker and open it. Luckily there’s no lock to pick. Not that that would have been a problem. I neatly inspect the items inside and place them on the floor at my side. Cigar boxes filled with baseball cards and bottle caps, plastic bag-covered issues of Time magazine covering historical events, army helmet with a bullet hole in it, Grandma’s journals, bundles of old letters, a box of large caliber bullets (probably for an assault rifle he had in the war), and a small wooden box. I open it and find a piece of paper and three medals. I think one of them is a purple heart. The note reads:

Dear Blaise,

Please accept my father’s medals from the war. We have so much to remember him by and you meant so much to him. 

With love,

Brian McLaughlin

The inside of the lid has a name engraved on a metal plate: Thomas McLaughlin.

The man is dead. He was a real friend and he’s dead. So Grandpa mixed his lie with some facts. Makes sense; makes it easier to remember. Still, nothing I can use. Sure, I could try contacting this Brian McLaughlin, but I doubt he would know what’s going on.

Back in the footlocker, I go deeper and deeper into my Grandfather’s past. When I reach the bottom, I find a single envelope addressed to Grandpa. What makes this different from the others I uncovered is that it’s not part of a bundle and it’s not yellowed with age. No way this is an old correspondence from a friend or loved one. The return address is from the Brooklyn federal prison. On top of the address is Uncle Tony’s inmate number. I open the envelope and take out the single sheet of white paper folded once. I spread it open.

Pop,

Ralph headed every time too, trap a pole ham and map. Fried red ever deep, dropping echoes can kick Evelyn’s rump. A lot better Evelyn roasted Thomas, plucking your under member. Also loves excitement xylophones, happily itching to cock her octopus changing kitchens. Lice is so aerial, because Evan never notices enter the tunnel. Ralph always noticed dogs and lions, lately even growing every range.

I flinch and ask, “What the fuck?”
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Keeping the letter from Uncle Tony, I place everything back in the footlocker as I found it. I doubt it’s perfect, but if Grandpa gives me shit – if he ever comes back – then I can always bring up the situation he put me in. 

I pocket the letter and sit at his desk. I pull open the drawer and find his checkbook. Grandpa doesn’t pay any of the bills, but he does buy the food. A lot of checks are made out for cash. Grandpa doesn’t believe in ATMs or computers. He will not go to a machine to take out money. He believes in seeing a teller, having a conversation with them – if it’s a woman, flirting with them- and taking his money. But something’s off here. In the beginning of the month he cashed out five hundred for food. But there are a few listing made out to cash for three thousand. I flip through the pages and see that he’s done it ten more times starting at the beginning of the year. What does he need thirty thousand dollars for?

I pull out the letter again. I check the postmark of the envelope. Grandpa started taking out the cash a week after this envelope was sent. 

I lean back in the chair as a possibility dawns on me. “What did you two stupid men do?” I whisper.
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“Miki, that’s nuts,” Gray Delisle says.

“And why would your grandfather break your uncle out of jail?” asks Miranda Cohn.

I stand in front of them, the television at my back. I’m the entertainment, I guess. Gray wears his cargo shorts and a tank with ‘NWA for Life’ on the front. His flaming red hair curls out, destined to be an afro. Miranda crosses her legs under her ankle length sundress. The gold cross around her neck, the only piece of jewelry she ever wears, rests on her breast. Her hair, cut to her shoulders, hangs straight and wholesome brown. The two most different people in the world have three definite things in common. 1) They’re psychics. Gray can see into the past when touching matter and Miranda can project to other locations, even around the world. 2) They both work for Elite and were my only friends when I was there. 3) They both look at me like I’m crazy.

“Grandpa gets a letter from my Uncle Tony. Suddenly Grandpa slowly takes out money. Last month he lies and says he’s going to take care of a sick friend. Two days ago Uncle Tony escapes from prison.” Then it hits me. “Oh shit. When the marshals check out the Brooklyn address they are definitely going to think he’s involved.”

“Eh, Miki,” Gray says. “I’ve seen your grandpops and he is not one who should be climbing prison walls or driving getaway cars. The man has one foot in the grave.”

“He’s in his mid-sixies and can kick your whigger ass,” I say.

Miranda laughs. Gray throws his hands in the air.

“Besides. I don’t think Grandpa did the actual breaking out. He might have planned it or hired someone to do it. Or even bribed the guards. You know what scum bags prison guards are; the whole system is corrupt.”

“The thirty thousand could make a dishonest man do a lot of things,” Miranda says.

“Okay,” Gray says. “Let’s pretend this is true. Gangster Grampy breaks out Two Time Tony. Why?”

“I don’t know. He only has six more years to go,” I say, pacing. “Whenever I asked him how he was doing he said he was fine. He had friends. He got to pick the brains of the white-collar criminals. He even got to brag to the Feds on how he did his art.”

Miranda reaches for the letter and reads it. “Maybe it has something to do with this. It certainly seems to be the catalyst for the money part.”

“Looks like gibberish to me,” Gray says. “Who’s Ralph, Evelyn, and Evan?”

“People I never heard of,” I say.

“I don’t think your uncle would send your grandfather gibberish. Maybe since he was sending it out from prison it’s in code,” she says. “When the CIA sends me out to spy for them I read a lot of documents that I have no idea what they mean, but they mean something to the CIA. Maybe Uncle Tony sent Grandpa something in code. They do read the prisoners' mail, right? This looks so illiterate, maybe they assumed it was normal.” She glances at Gray and flinches in doubt. “I’m surprised you can’t understand it, you being illiterate and all.”

Gray smiles. “You so want to do me.”

“Oh, my God.” I walk over to her and take the letter. I read the paragraph again. Then I try to read it backward. Still nonsense.

“Wannabe pimp,” she mutters.

“So does Grandpop have one of those secret decoder rings?” he asks.

I ignore Gray and focus on Miranda. “Do you know someone who could decode this for me, or at least tell me if it is a code?”

Miranda squirms and breaks eye contact. “I probably shouldn’t have said something. You know the agencies only hire me because I can keep a secret. Besides, they don’t explain to me what I see. Probably for the best. In case some bad guy questions me about it, I can’t tell them anything.”

I nod. I don’t want to ruin Miranda’s life at Elite. She’s the best at keeping secrets, even mine. She only has a few more months until she turns eighteen and can leave Elite. But where is an eighteen year old with no family or job to go? Most likely she’ll stay on and become a resident like Gray who’s in his early twenties.

“It’s cool. You don’t have to say anything,” I say.

“You know any of your uncle’s friends?” Gray asks. “Maybe they know what kind of code it is?”

I smile. I know exactly who to ask.
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100 PERCENT MAN
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Gray waits by the condo door. Miranda stands with me at the kitchen.

“C’mon, girl. Kiss, kiss, bang, bang. We got to get you home before curfew,” Gray shouts.

Miranda scrunches her face. I can tell she wants to give him the finger, but she’s too good a Christian to do that. Instead, I do it for her. Gray laughs.

“Thank you,” she says. “You seem freaked out. Want me to spend the night?”

“I don’t want you to get in trouble like last time,” I say.

“No. It’s okay. As long as there’s an adult here.”

“Who? Me?”

“No, silly. Your grandfather.”

“Isn’t that breaking one of the Ten Commandments?” I ask.

“Yes, I am lying. But I’m lying to a multi billion-dollar corporate industry that lies and keeps secrets. I’m sure this little white one to comfort my best friend isn’t going to upset God.”

I smile and hug her. “Thanks.”

Gray whistles. “Ooo ooo. Girl on girl action. You two gonna get me in trouble. I could go to jail watching two under-aged girls whacka flacka the flame.”

Miranda walks over to Gray, turns him around, and pushes him out the door.

“Back here at nine?” he asks over his shoulder.

“Yes,” I say.

She closes the door behind him and walks back.

“I don’t know how we’re friends with him,” she says.

“Cause you love one hundred percent man,” calls Gray through the door.

Miranda and I laugh.
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PATIENCE AND JERKY
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Miranda and I sit on the couch and watch T.V. Finding something that she feels comfortable viewing is a real pain in the ass. She doesn’t watch any movies that are above PG-13 rating, sit-coms, reality television, music videos, or nighttime soaps. And she doesn’t watch anything with horror or fantasy. I finally find some dorky Jenny Garth and Grant Show movie on the Hallmark Channel. From the intense expression on her face she seems interested in this sappy mess. Good, maybe she won’t see how much I want to die from it.

I rise from the couch. “Want anything to drink?”

“Water is fine.”

“Popcorn, chips, jerky?”

She raises one brow, probably from the jerky. She doesn’t seem like a jerky kind of girl. “No, thank you.”

I walk to the kitchen and realize why she’s skinny as a rail. I come back to the table with a few sticks of jerky, a bottle of whiskey, my Novalexia for the night, and her bottle of water.

“What are you doing?” she asks, opening her bottle.

“Taking my nighttime pill. I told you about what Dr. Thompson did for me.”

“I know what she did for you. Do you think she would agree that you should take your pills with the Devil’s juice?”

“That’s a perverse analogy from a girl like you,” I say.

“I’m serious, Miki. That pill is for your brain and you’re taking it with alcohol that eats at your brain. What if you had some horrible reaction to it tonight? I might not be able to help you. An ambulance might not arrive here on time. And even if they did, would they know how to help you since you’re taking a drug not sold in this country?”

I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. 

“Don’t you love yourself? God loves you.”

I groan and give her the whiskey. I walk back to the kitchen and retrieve a bottle of water. She smiles.

“Can I eat the jerky? I’m not supposed to take the pill on an empty stomach,” I ask.

“I don’t know how you eat that garbage, but you’re entitled to one vice.”
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CONTAGIOUS SHEETS
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I show Miranda Corey’s bedroom. She stands next to me and wrings out the sleep shirt I picked out for her. The room hasn’t changed since he died. 

“Your friend was a homosexual?” she asks.

“Yes,” I sigh.

“And he slept on this bed?” The girl is going to twist the shirt in two at this rate.

“Yes.”

“On those sheets?”

I understand what she’s getting at. She has issues about sleeping on a bed, on sheets where not only a homosexual slept, but had gay sex on. As smart as she is, she still has some ignorance in her. I feel like slapping her across the back of the head for thinking that sleeping in Corey’s bed will make her gay.

“No. Not those sheets. I changed them. They get musty after a while,” I say. “I change them once a month.”

She walks closer to the bed. “Oh, okay.”

“If you need anything, let me know.” I step out into the hall.

“Blessed dreams, Miki,” Miranda calls out.

“Uh, yeah. You too.”

I enter my bedroom and close the door halfway behind me. I change for bed, switch off the lights, and slip under the covers. Miranda can be a handful. But she’s a good friend and I trust her. I yawn and stretch. My eyes grow heavy. A big difference from last night. 

Yes, being patient with your friends does have benefits.
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PEOPLE WHO GO THUMP


[image: ]


I open my eyes. The clock on the night table reads 3:13 AM. I close them but they just open back up. I sigh and turn on my back. Crap. I was doing so well sleeping. I don’t recall any dreams so what woke me up?

I grab my cell and check to see if anyone called. Maybe a vibration woke me up. No new calls. I sit up and place my bare feet on the cold hardwood floor. The bottle of Jameson stares at me from across the room on my desk. I stare back. It would sure help me sleep.

I stand and walk across the floor to the desk. I reach out for the bottle and...I pull my hand back. With a burst of adrenalin I shake my arms and leave the bedroom. I enter the dark hall and stop at Corey’s room. The ajar door releases Miranda’s light snore. I smile and try not to laugh. 

In the kitchen, I open the fridge and enjoy the cold air that rushes out. A fresh wave of humidity must have hit the city and snuck its way into my open windows. It’s probably going to be the last bout of summer for the month. I grab a bottle of water, open it, and walk to my work area. As I glance at my unfinished canvases, I sip the water and try to drown my whiskey craving. I know I should throw that stuff out. I know it’s bad for me, mixing it with the Novalexia, but...

A thump.

I turn around. My eyes inspect the darkness that the streetlights and moonlight shy away from. Nothing seems out of place.

“Miranda?” I ask. 

I step closer to the kitchen, hoping to see her come out of the shadows and ask why I’m up at this hour. Or maybe it’s a rat. The news has been reporting that they’ve been infesting the city.

Another thump. From up in the loft.

“Grandpa?”

I move closer to the stairs. The door is half closed and the lights are off in his bedroom. “Grandpa are you up there?” I ask. Why would he be up there? He would have woken me if he came home? Right?

No answer. 

I rush to the kitchen counter and pull out a large knife from the wooden block. Back at the steps, one hand holds the knife while the other grips the metal rail. I slowly make my way up and focus on the darkness in the room, waiting for it to shift, to tell me that someone is in there. By the time I reach the top, I don’t receive an answer. 

“Who’s in there?” I whisper. A wave of stupidity crashes over me. Like they would say.

A creak from the floor boards inside.

“I called the cops,” I say.

Silence.

I swallow hard and notice my heart thumping in my throat. I turn around and hope to see Miranda. She isn’t there. I should wake her. No, that’s too dangerous. If someone’s inside then she’ll get hurt. It’s better I confront them and confine them myself, then call the cops. 

I walk onto the landing and to the door of the bedroom. I place my fingertips on the wood and softly push it open wider. It moves with ease until my fingers disconnect. The door keeps the momentum, opens a few more inches, and stops. I can see more of the darkness inside. The window reveals Grandpa’s bed and foot trunk. Also something else. The shadows seem jagged.  

I steps closer and cross the threshold. Places to hide are scarce. The only two options are under the bed or in the closet. The closet door is wide open. Surely if someone is hiding in there they would close the door. So under the bed?

The bedroom door collides with my head and shoulder. I fall back and slam into the wall. Before I can fall to my ass, someone heavy slams my body and plunges their fist into my stomach. I gasp, puke water, and fall to my knees. 

The intruder runs down the steps. When he reaches the bottom I manage to stand and chase after him. The knife in one hand, I can just about grab him with the other in the kitchen. The intruder stops short and sticks his leg out like some weird karate move. Not able to stop in time, I trip over their leg in my path. The knife flies from my hand. The intruder runs around my body. I grab his leg. He falls to the floor. I pull at his pants and climb up to his back. He twists under me to reveal his face. I take the chance and punch the bastard, my fist connecting with his black ski mask. 

...pressure on my cheek...the fist just missing my nose...blinding light...

Before I can get another swing, he grabs my neck. His thumb presses into my esophagus. I gasp. One hand tries to pull his gloved hand off my neck while the other slaps weakly at his head and chest. My brain tingles, craving for blood. My lunges burn, aching for air. The room dims and my arms weaken. I fight to keep my eyes open, to stay awake.

The kitchen light explodes. Miranda stands in the hall. Her sleepy eyes widen in shock.

“Miki!” she screams.

Miranda dashes over and stomps...

...a socked foot thumps my forehead...shockwaves crash my brain...I release...

...out of his grip, onto my side, and catch my breath. The intruder rolls over and grabs his head. Miranda hops around and shakes her hands, not sure what to do. I expect her to drop to her knees and pray for God’s help.

“Get the knife,” I shout in a harsh voice.

She looks across the floor and finds it lying by the couch. Before she can grab it, the intruder snatches her foot and pulls her leg. Miranda lands on her hands and grunts. The intruder scrambles onto his feet, pushing with his hands, and makes a run for the hall. I do the same. When we reach the bedroom doors, I figure I can trap him, tackle him, and press him to the apartment door. But the guy turns suddenly and plows his fist into my chest. I stumble back, hit the wall, and try to keep the world in sight. 

I fail.
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RECOGNITION


[image: ]


“Miki, are you okay?”

Miranda stands over me. She seems unharmed. A part of me is glad. She’s not the type of girl who can take a punch. But she sure is the type to stomp a head. Me? My chest aches and my throat hurts when I swallow. 

“I think so,” I whisper. 

She offers her hand and helps me up. I walk to the door. The chain has been cut. Outside, fresh scratches cover the new lock.

“I really need to get an alarm system.” I rub the bruise on my chest, hoping to calm it, but it only makes it worse.

“Who was that?” Miranda asks.

I walk past her, “I don’t know. I didn’t recognize the mask,” and head for the loft.

“I thought this is supposed to be a good neighborhood.”

I climb the stairs, cross the threshold, and turn on the light.

“It is,” I say. “I don’t think this was the common robber.”

Miranda gasps over my shoulder.

The room has been flipped. I haven’t seen it this messy since the cops busted me for murder and searched for evidence. The intruder took everything out of the drawers, the closet, and the footlocker. He stripped the bed and left the mattresses in a sloppy pile. I bet, given enough time, he would have gone even deeper and ripped up the mattresses, taken apart the desk, and knocked holes in the wall. I step closer, careful to not break any of my grandfather’s life.

“Do you think this has something to do with your grandfather and uncle?” Miranda asks.

“I bet my right breast it does.”
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TWINS?
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The next morning, Miranda and I sit around the island, drink coffee while the bagels toast, and yawn. After we left Grandpa’s room, Miranda said she couldn’t sleep alone. So she slept in my bed. My presence must have helped. She snored the rest of the night. I lay next to her with my eyes closed but I didn’t sleep much. How could I have slept with such noise and the fact that I kept elbowing her to roll over all night?

The door buzzer goes off. Miranda jumps higher than I do. We lock eyes and smile.

“Probably just Gray,” I say.

“He’s early,” she says.

I walk to the box and press the talk button.

“Gray?” I ask.

“Ms. Radicci,” the voice on the other side asks.

“Yes?”

“My name is Charles Fleet. I’m with the Secret Service. I would like to have a word with you.”

Secret Service? What the hell do they want? I turn to Miranda as if she has the answer. She shrugs.

“Yeah, sure,” I say.

I buzz him in. Miranda stands a few feet away sipping her coffee. “What do you think he wants?”

I shake my head. Since last night anything can happen now. 

I walk to the door after the knock and open it. Fleet stands in the hall and holds his badge up. Indeed, he is with the Secret Service. He must be in his mid-sixties. His graying hair is short with a bald spot in the back that’s crying for attention in the front. He combs it forward so his bangs cover his forehead in some kind of weird Caesar style. For an old man he’s in decent shape. Not fat, not skinny. His suit hangs a little loose. From what I know about the Secret Service they protect the President and chase down counterfeiters. I guess he’s here about Uncle Tony.

“I assure you, you’re wasting your time,” I say. “I have no reason to threaten the President. I voted for him.” Actually I didn’t. But I would have if I were old enough.

Fleet closes his badge, pockets it, and walks past me into the condo.

“Come on in,” I say, closing the door.

“Ms. Radicci, I am not here because of you. I’m assisting in the manhunt for your uncle, Anthony Radicci.”

“Like I told your marshal friends the other day, I can’t help you,” I say.

He stops in the middle of the living room, a perfect spot to survey my apartment. I stand a few feet away from him. Miranda hands me my coffee. 

“Would you like a cup off coffee?” Miranda asks the agent.

“No,” he says as if she offered him a cup of piss. “Who are you?”

“Miranda Cohn. A friend of Miki’s.”

“Uh huh.” He glances back at me. “Where is he, Ms. Radicci?”

“Like I told the marshals,” I sigh. “I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“Excuse me.”

“Where is he?” Fleet places his hands on his hips, opening his suit jacket and revealing his side arm. “Tell me where he is.”

“Or what? You going to shoot me?” I ask.

He smiles. The jerk might actually shoot me.

“Um, I don’t think it’s right for you to come in here with such an attitude,” Miranda says. “Miki has been very cooperative with the marshals.”

Fleet walks over to my work area.

“I see you’re just like your uncle. An artist. Are you as good as him?” he asks.

He eyes my unfinished work as if he’s inspecting a filthy kitchen. I doubt he wants an answer. The jerk probably likes to hear himself talk.

“I led the team that arrested your uncle five years ago. Biggest one of my career. I worked with local law enforcement in three states. And trust me, local does not like the Feds moving in. It’s just like on television.

“Damn was your uncle good. He still is. The man is a master with his hands and his tools. His brain...it works on a whole different level than the average counterfeiter. From what I hear, he’s been telling our department all his tricks. But I doubt it will do us any good. You’re uncle is a true artist. He loves a challenge. When the new bills come out, he’ll study them and figure out a way to forge them too. It’s an obsession. Something to do with the chemistry in his brain. It’s in his blood.” He walks back over to us. “I bet he taught you a few tricks. From what I understand, you two are very close.”

“We had a falling out in the spring,” I say.

“I noticed that. But I don’t think it matters. He’s family. Shit, he’s almost your twin. If he came to you for help – maybe asked for a few grand to get out of the country – I bet you would give it to him.”

“If that’s true then I’m sure you won’t have a problem getting a judge to subpoena my personal bank records,” I say.

His face relaxes, a mask of stone. His eyes lock onto mine, dead as disco. “Where is he?”

I hold his gaze and keep silent. The room is quiet except for the city noise outside sneaking in through the open windows. Normally I like to win a staring contest, but...something about him makes me look away. He has something that a killer or a wolf in the wilderness doesn’t have. Something that freaks me out.

“I...I think you should leave,” Miranda says.

Fleet breaks his stare and focuses on Miranda. He then turns back to me. “I’ll return, Ms. Radicci. Give you some time to think about it.”

He walks past us, between us, and to the front door. “I’ll show myself out.” The door closes shut behind him. He’s gone. 

I flash my middle finger to the door. 

“You should report that man,” Miranda says.

“Fuck ‘em. He’s not worth my time.” I walk to the toaster and take out the bagels. 

“Miki, I think he would have pistol whipped you if I wasn’t around.”

I spread cream cheese on the bagels. “I don’t think they pistol whip anymore. At least not in a person’s home. They only do that in their interrogation rooms.”

“I’m serious,” she says.

I hand her a bagel with cream cheese. “I know you are, Miranda. Just relax. I know how to handle these asshole. He was trying to scare us.”

“Well, he scared me,” she says.

Me too.
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Miranda sits in the back and I plant myself into the front seat of Gray’s car. He turns down the rap music and smiles at us. “Ladies, did you have a good night?”

“No,” Miranda says. I can hear the sulk like mud in her voice.

“Did you two have a pillow fight? Hope you took pictures or it didn’t happen.”

“You remember how to get to Azul’s?” I ask him.

“Lower East Side, right?”

I nod.

“And we’re off,” Gray says.

As he drives us to the electronic repair store, I tell Gray about the intruder last night.

“I bet they’re looking for the letter,” I say.

“Damn. Fucked up,” Gray says as he stops at a red light. 

“What makes you think they wanted the letter?” Miranda asks. “Or even something from your grandfather.”

“Because, the chump didn’t search my room or Corey’s room. If this was some lowlife looking for money or stuff to pawn off for quick cash, then he would have went to where the money’s at. My grandfather is not a bling man. I’ve only seen him wear his wedding ring and maybe a cross. Those I don’t even think are real gold.”

“I’ve never seen you wear jewelry,” Miranda says. “In fact, you don’t have anything of value in your home. Except maybe your paintings and your television.”

“Which proves my point even more. He could have just stolen those. But
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