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One drop hate.

Two drops love.

Hell is below.

Heaven is above…
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BLURB

In 1979 NYC, Crime and urban flight are at their peak. Rocky II has hit the silver screen. The Knacks’ ‘My Sherona’ and Donna Summer’s ‘Bad Girls’ are burning up the music charts and blasting in every disco on a Saturday night. Murder also dances to a timely final heartbeat. Human demise and carnage are running rampant, many last breaths taken beneath the concrete surface, hidden from the naked eye. The nasty truth lies in an underworld of vengeance, greed, and evil.

Angelo Ferrari is an unrepentant, heartless man who lives his life in the shadows. As a gun for hire who has followed in his father’s twisted footsteps, he has left a bloody trail of bodies in his wake. Since taking his first life at age fourteen, he has been holding a gun in one hand, a knife in the other, and hatred in his heart. He’s so good at being wicked, he’s never been caught red-handed. After years of grooming and experience, he is the newest Seraph of Mortality – the executioner.

One fateful evening, however, things change…

Andrea Ellison is an herbalist, palm reader, and Sensitive. She’s also the wrong woman to cross. Working at a perfume counter in Manhattan, she supplements her income by offering specialty love spells and clairvoyant readings. Though she at times can see the future, she did not notice Angelo Ferrari coming her way. When she sets her sights on the troublemaker, he makes her soul tremble. Never has she encountered such evil and beauty all within the same man…

Their fortune is in their hands. No matter how hard they try to resist, they eventually realize they are destined to be together.

However, love comes at a cost – for both of them.

Can Angelo dance with the Devil and keep the woman of his dreams protected from his darkness? Can Andrea trust Angelo to love her, find his inner light, and not be swallowed by his shadows?

Read “No Love for the Wicked,” to find out!
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“I’m goin’ straight to Hell.

Might as well take some hopeless souls with me along for the ride.”

– Angelo Ferrari
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They say there’s no love for the wicked.

Well, maybe the wicked can learn to love…


COPYRIGHT
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Copyright © 2021 by Tiana Laveen

Kindle Edition

All rights reserved.
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The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are fictitious and products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. PIRACY IS AGAINST THE LAW.
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There’s no rest for the wicked.
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Please do not skip this section.

The warning is here for your protection and to provide a heads up.

* This book is NOT politically, socially, or ethically appropriate according to the contemporary beliefs of our modern age. You will read things that are said and/or described by the characters using strong language we would not find acceptable in current times.

This book is intended for mature eyes ONLY. As the author, I never wish for my readers to be blindsided. If any of the below-mentioned topics offend you or may be a trigger, please proceed with caution:

1. Profanity
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2. Graphic sexual encounters
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3. Discussions of racism, injustice, and prejudice which include racial slurs, gender-specific and sex-related insults and reprehensible remarks that were more commonly used during that period.
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4. Plentiful Violence
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5. Discussions of abuse and neglect, including attempted sexual assault.
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6. Drug usage
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7. Loss of loved ones
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Oh, one more thing: For those unfamiliar with my work, I purposefully write ‘goddamn’ as ‘gotdamn.’ It’s an intentional spelling error. Just personal preference.

Let’s continue…
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DEDICATION
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This book is dedicated to an era: The 1970s. This was a time of innovation, peaceful and violent protests, ruthless rebellion, love, cohesion, truth, political upheaval, war, self-evaluation and discovery, abuse of one’s body, mind and soul, upliftment of one’s sister and brother, cultural awareness, healing, masculine and feminine energy. It was about the lion and the sheep – embracing both sides of human existence. Loving our shadows, and our light.

This book is dedicated to Brooklyn, The Bronx, Manhattan, Queens, and Staten Island. This book is dedicated to back bones slipping, Hip Hop birthing, and discos beats thumping. It’s dedicated to style and grace, amazing Black exploitation movies and bad taste. It’s dedicated to natural hair and sleek perms, wide collars, bell-bottoms and platform shoes. This book is dedicated to the rhythm, and the blues.

CAN. YOU. DIG. IT?

1970s! This book is dedicated to YOU.
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Please excuse me for this broadcast interruption. I have to do something unconventional with this book. Something has happened. Through the course of writing this book, my family and I endured a tragedy. When it happened, the book was already near completion and I had high hopes that things would not end the way they did. I debated on waiting until the next novel to include this Adoration page for this special person, but I feel compelled to do it now. My Aunt Jackie recently passed away.

Aunt Jackie was the only relative, besides my parents and deceased grandmother, who actively supported my writing and my books. I have a host of friends who are absolutely wonderful in this regard, but as far as blood relations, she is the one that I knew for a fact was not only my aunt, but one of my greatest fans. She would remark about how talented I was, and that she was proud of me. The best part? She actually read the books. There are funny stories I cherish about that. I also would go as far as to say that she was responsible, to some extent, for my very existence. Let me explain.

She introduced my mother, who was her friend all the way up to the end, to my father, her brother, at a party. Now, sure, they might have met anyway, but I somehow doubt it. My father was a wild man at that time, and he was playing the drums at said party, probably high as a kite. LOL! My mother is a lot more conservative. They were opposites in so many ways, but there was chemistry between the two, and lo and behold, they enjoyed many of the same things. So, Aunt Jackie was a matchmaker – and my parents are still married to this day. My Aunt Jackie was active in my life. She attended gatherings, my bachelorette party, and my wedding to my wonderful husband. I remember she had to rearrange her work schedule to get there, and the wedding was a bit of a drive away, something she was known to not enjoy, but she did the fifty-minute one-way trip anyway, and when I saw her walk through that door on my special day, I literally burst out laughing and screamed with excitement. She was known to be hilarious, outspoken, and also showed tremendous growth as a human being over her short lifespan. She was constantly evolving, as we should all strive to do.

She enjoyed her life and ventured out, doing new things she’d sworn to never do, such as traveling out of her comfort zone and making plans for additional trips. One of these was to visit her brother and sister-in-law, my parents, as well as me and my husband and children since we’d moved across the country. That last trip was being planned, but it never happened.

Aunt Jackie worked in the healthcare field, and an ugly virus that ravished not only the United States, but the world, affected her to the point that she was unable to recover. She’d been simply doing her job, contracted it, and ultimately become ill and succumbed to the virus. The emotional devastation this has caused my family is unimaginable. There’s been hostility, deep sorrow, disbelief, depression, and mental anguish. There’s also been renewed support, sincere outpourings of love, self-evaluation, and much needed discussions that should’ve occurred years ago. All the things that unfortunately come along with a family losing someone who was not only loved, but central to the family unit. None of these emotions will bring her back. However, they are part of the process.

It happened so suddenly, and worst of all, towards the end, we believed she was going to make it. As I write this, several weeks after her death, it still feels surreal. I will never hear those funny birthday greetings and songs she’d sing ever again. Ones she was notorious for. I will never be able to call her up, hum a song I cannot remember the name of, and have her identify it for me. I will never be able to hear that special laugh of hers. She’d been a treasured gem at her job, putting a smile on people’s faces in the middle of a crisis.

I know she is okay. The problem is, we’re not okay. I don’t believe time heals all wounds. I have lost too many people I love to test that theory. What I do believe is that some way, somehow, by the grace of God, we manage. We learn to forgive others, instead of holding onto the hot coals of pain and living in the past, which is a slow torture that breeds much of the same. Grief is strange. It’s like temporary insanity. Losing someone can cause one to evaluate one’s life. But rather than project, we should be introspective, look in our own mirrors, and understand that life is far too short for sweating the small stuff. If God granted us five more minutes with Aunt Jackie, who was a friend to many, a sister, a mother, a co-worker, and so much more, would we spend it arguing and fussing with her? Or would we spend it hugging her and telling her how much we love her? Life is precious. It is sacred.

If we get another chance in the form of a new day, we need to seize it. We need to tell the people in our lives that we care about that we love them, before it’s too late. After all the dust settles, we have to make a decision to let go and let God. Yes, forgiveness accompanies grief. My Aunt Jackie understood that forgiveness was pivotal to growth. She loved my grandmother. But what does my maternal grandmother have to do with this?

My grandmother had been a helper to my aunt, if you will, during a rough patch in her life. She was not her biological mother; she was my mother’s mother, but she played a maternal role when my Aunt Jackie needed it during a time in her life. My grandmother was big on discussing forgiveness because she, too, had some of the same struggles my Aunt Jackie faced earlier in her life. I have never gotten over my grandmother’s death. She and I were extremely close. My grandmother discussed self-love, mercy, and kindness frequently. This is a sign of growth, a sign of a desire to gather and hold tight to peace. Anger is never the true emotion. Anger is a mask for sorrow. We’re angry that she’s gone. We’re angry about many things; however, anger is a disguise. We have to dig deeper. We suffered a blow, but I know my aunt would want us to find a way to re-build our lives, brick by brick, from the crumbling pieces of our wrecked hearts, and focus on what is most important in life: LOVE.

Aunt Jackie, I am releasing this book in your honor. It’s fitting because you were a musician yourself, and you loved music. The songs that accompany this story, I have a feeling you’d know most of the lyrics to by heart, and I bet you could pick up your guitar and play the melodies with the greatest of ease.

Now, you can sing and make music with the angels.

Until I see you again, just know that we’ve switched places.

It is I, your niece, who is one of your greatest fans…

“Beloved, like clay in the hand of the potter, I continue to mold you into My image. The things that you endure give opportunities for you to grow stronger and more resolute both spiritually and naturally. Never forget that you are My special treasure and loved beyond what you can imagine. Go forth with renewed assurance that I am with you and for you.” Jeremiah 18:3-4—“Then I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was, making something at the wheel. And the vessel that he made of clay was marred in the hand of the potter; so he made it again into another vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to make.”
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Love Letter to my Readers
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There was an era in time when the music made your chest vibrate, your heart radiate, and your body sway to lyrics and a beat that rocked you off your axis. Your entire soul banged as live musicians sang their hearts out and strummed electric and acoustic guitars, beat drums, and played horns like never before. The clothing, hair styles, vernacular and feel of the world was vastly different than it is today. There was a sense of freedom, perhaps some would was argue it was too much, which led to an abuse of all things carnal. Yet, still, a moral code existed. There was an understanding of how one treats one’s brothers and sisters. By the mid-1970’s, the Vietnam War had ended and led to the nation crying out for peace. This time would never be forgotten by those who’d lived it, and those who have researched it to the point that we wish we had.

Even in the Wild West type landscape of New York City at that time, there was a code of conduct. Rules and regulations in the concrete zoo. Gangsters thrived. Pimps wore their thick furs and shiny gold rings. High class prostitutes sashayed around town, riding shotgun in fancy cars, their necks christened with floral perfumes and jewels. White collar crime was lucrative. Serial killers, like the Son of Sam, terrorized the streets, and the same political messages and mess we’re dealing with today existed in the decade of the dynamite disco.

Racism and classism were very much in existence, but oftentimes frowned upon, at least in mixed company. The haves and have nots were living in their own versions of paradise and Hell. But, children played happily in the streets, with the fire hydrants on full blast and sticky popsicle stains coloring their white shirts in rainbow celebrations of a sweet time.

One person who is far from sweet though is Angelo ‘Casper’ Ferrari. He is an urban beast, a monster living amongst the civilized, blending in almost seamlessly, and yet, he is a definite product of his environment. He grew up watching his father terrorize a neighborhood into submission by his mere presence, and a mother who nursed her wounds with a wicked tongue, alcohol, and men. Angelo saw it all through a young lens, and he was forever changed. The tall teenager grew up to be a strong, feared, and revered man, one full of hate, and he became the thing of nightmares to anyone who got on his bad side, or got in his way. There’s only one person keeping Angelo holding on to a sliver of a conscience: his grandmother (Nonna).

His nonna is deeply religious, and superstitious, too. She is the gateway between the past and the present. A vortex of good vs. evil, unknowingly, for her grandson. One evening, she opens a door that he can never close.

Andrea Ellison is no stranger to the ironies and tragedies of life. Raised by her uncle and aunt after her parents died in a car crash, she blended in amongst her cousins, and was sometimes invisible in the crowd. Andrea survived through her love of creating candles, scented oils, and earring making, but that was only a small portion of who she was. It wasn’t long before she realized she had a sixth sense, and could at times sense misfortune and danger lurking in the air.

When she set foot out in the world on her own, she decided to complement her income by selling her special one-of-a-kind accessories and love potions, as well as offering readings to help people with their wayward husbands, punishing bosses, and unfaithful girlfriends. This way, she dealt with her own dilemmas, too. But then, things got worse.

Much worse.

And in walked trouble.

Only this time, trouble entered with no warning.

Trouble stood incredibly tall, had piercing blue eyes, and could frighten a killer shark right out of the depths of the ocean with one glance.

Its name was Angelo Ferrari.

The two met and dominant personalities clashed like the Titans.

But there is a thin line between love and hate.

Angelo couldn’t deny Andrea upset him by her mere presence. Worse, he isn’t certain what to do with his new fascination for a woman who intrigues him. Against his better judgement, he pursues her, needing more and more of her, like a heroin shot within a vein. The two become inseparable, but the truth just may split them apart. Angelo is virtually unlovable, the spawn of a bloodline tainted with decades of horrid deeds. He struggles to be who the woman who’s captured his heart needs him to be, while keeping true to himself, in order for them both to thrive.

Can one convince a demon to be nice? Maybe. Maybe not. Or perhaps, Angelo is willing to bow down to one person, and one person only: his new found love. The bizarre black magic woman with the soft brown skin, full juicy lips, and dark, alluring eyes that have seen heaven and Hell. Andrea is playing with fire by tossing the ball in his court… but Angelo never loses a game of chance.

Will this black soul and this shining light unite?

Is there any love for the wicked?

Grab yourself a beverage and a snack, kick off your shoes and get comfortable. Get ready to go on an emotional ride of blood, sweat, and tears. Light your incense and candles, and let Chaka Khan and Rod Stewart take you back in time for an adventure of a lifetime. There will be pleasure. There will be pain.

Angelo and Andrea are entering the room…

Ready.

Set.

Go.
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CHAPTER ONE


Blood in Harlem
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Rule 1: Know your surroundings.

From his Lower East Side apartment in New York, Angelo watched television reporter Rodger Grimsby broadcasting the details of the latest crime spree to hit the capital on the WABC-TV’s evening bulletin. It was always something. Same shit. Different day.

Smoke eddied from his lips as he stood by the sink in his small kitchenette. A sheen of sweat coated his skin, his white wifebeater sticking to his flesh like glue. The sweltering heat inside his place appeared to be cooking the stagnant air, stamping the odors of cigarettes and bleach into the air and baking them like invisible toxic bread all around him.

Angelo turned away from the tube and grunted as he dumped out the strong, clear bleach into the sink. Splashes of the liquid beat against the kitchen basin, mixing in with the warm water he’d just ran.

He scrubbed the rough white surface with a tattered scouring pad, then studied the stinging cuts on his skin. This louse he’d snuffed had a razor blade. He’d made the son of a bitch swallow it before placing his 9mm Winchester Magnum to the center of the bastard’s head and blowing his miserable brains out.

His fingernails were caked with blood, far more than usual. He’d had a hell of a time digging the bullet out of the guy’s skull. Percy always wanted the damn bullets. Said it would fuck up the police’s investigations. He glanced at the thing, lying on the counter with bits of brain matter and red sludge still stuck to it. In the sink, blood mixed with the bleach and swirled down the drain.

He always preferred to clean his hands at the kitchen sink. It had become a ritual of sorts. He glanced at his warped reflection in the faucet, then caught the glint of the gold crucifix that hung slightly lopsided above the sink from a crooked, rusty nail. Jesus on the cross. Memories of him praying as a little boy with his brothers and sisters, right next to his nonna in the chapel, popped into his mind. Perspiration trickled along his scalp, then ran down his temples and cheeks, baptizing him in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. He kept staring at that crucifix, stuck in a daydream. The heat jerked him out of the woeful golden expression of the man on the cross, head bowed, adorned with a crown of thorns. Sweating profusely now, he imagined this was what hell felt like. Never-ending aggravation. He ran his forearm across his drenched face, then glanced at the air conditioner that was on the fritz. What a day for it not to work.

The landlord was an old Jewish guy who had a million dollars and a million excuses as to why he couldn’t take care of it. Levi was all right, just a bit of a tightwad. A fuckin’ cheapskate. Angelo had fixed the unit himself a few times, purchasing the materials from the Two Guys department store in exchange for reduced rent, but this time they didn’t have the right parts. It was a pain in the ass to tinker with, but something he’d gotten used to.

He glanced lazily back at the television as he scrubbed his fingers in a fresh mixture of bleach and laundry detergent, then went over them yet again with a hair brush he’d picked up at Woolworth’s. He always used a new one after each kill. There were protocols, rituals he wanted to follow, the whole nine. He’d learned this from his father, and had kept up the tradition for years.

Tales of bank robberies were broadcast from the box and now the odor of boiling hotdogs permeated the air, making a nauseous concoction with the bleach. The food was almost finished. He took a deep inhale. He could still smell the iron of blood in his nasal passages, though he knew it was long gone and his mind was simply playing tricks on him. The odor of fresh death clung to his brain, too, and made him feel good all over, like a natural high. When he completed the task, he felt a sense of relief and honor. Angelo reached for his crinkled cigarette resting in the gray ashtray, took a long drag, then placed it back down. His stomach growled. Are these hotdogs done? They should be finished boiling now. He couldn’t recall the last time he ate. Was it the previous night or afternoon? Who knew?

He took a few steps towards the stove to turn off the eye, but then, his phone rang. Grabbing a blue dish towel, he patted his hands dry and snatched the black phone receiver off the wall, untangling the knotted mess of a cord.

“What?” he said, placing the phone to his ear. Both a question and a statement.

“Are you finished?”

“I’m answerin’ the fuckin’ phone, aren’t I?”

He was met with stilted silence.

“Your final payment will be dropped off tonight at nine.”

The call went dead.

He went back to the sink, this time using a paring knife to clean under his fingernails. Then, he washed the bullet with vinegar and dish detergent—gently… almost lovingly. Bullets were so beautiful in his eyes. So small, yet deadly. They only killed with extreme force and propulsion. They had to be angered, pitched hard and fast to end a life. Otherwise, they were cold, still, and peaceful. Lying there in wait. Smooth, like the curve of a woman’s hip. Moments later he removed the hotdogs from the boiling water, placed three of them in plump soft buns, then covered them in spicy mustard, relish and chopped onions. Snatching a cold beer from the ice box, he headed a few feet to his living area and plopped down in front of the television.

His dark green couch was sunken in the middle, and little wire barbs stuck up, jabbing him every now and again if he didn’t sit just right. He’d considered buying a new one, but had never gotten around to it. Money was not the problem, it was time, and priorities. He religiously lived way beneath his means. He pushed a couple burn marked and stained Playboy magazines out of the way, and crossed his ankles along the coffee table, then brought his Miller Lite beer to his lips, gulping the alcohol in hard, needy swallows. He bit into one of the warm, soft hotdogs, consuming the spongy bread wrapped around the tender meat, drowned in the sweetness kick and the peppery spices from the mustard, onion and relish. The news went on detailing cases of arson, but no word on the dead body he’d left under some brush on 17th Street. Mitch Harris. A real piece of shit.

The guy was a petty crook, a stick-up kid waving a filthy knife at unsuspecting people on their way to work. Word on the street was he’d been involved in some pretty shady shit a few months prior that got a pregnant chick killed, but he’d met his own demise when he’d bit off more than he could chew. The dumb bastard had borrowed a large sum of money from the Gambino family, of all the people in the world, and hadn’t paid it back despite a warning and a beating that had left him almost blind in one eye. Honestly, it wouldn’t have mattered if the guy was a saint. He would’ve met the same fate. What kinda guy walks around with a razor blade under their hat? Fucking pussy. Angelo looked at the cuts along his fingers once again and grinned. Apparently, Mitch Harris did.

He’d dealt with all sorts. Some had guns, others a regular kitchen knife, and one guy even had a machete. Regardless, he made sure to stay on top and never let his prey get the upper hand. He had to move faster, think quicker, stab harder, punch longer, and shoot to kill. He listened half-heartedly to the news and then a commercial with some broad skipping in slow motion through a fucking meadow and talking about some pussy shampoo, a douche for her golden donut.

The stress of the day was dripping off him and at last, he began to feel halfway human again. Rattle. Just like that, his peace was squashed. The slight noise sounded much like crumpling plastic. He quickly moved his plate and beer aside, and with lightning speed, grabbed one of his guns wedged in the crease of the couch. Barefooted, he searched in the semi-darkness, ready to blast anything that moved. But then, he looked up at the ceiling, realizing it was the neighbor upstairs messing with trash bags. Relaxing, he stuffed the gun back in one of his many hiding spots and made his way over to the small kitchenette area with his now empty plate to place in the sink. As soon as he did, his phone rang once more. He stared at it, in a trance. It stopped then range again. And again.

“What?” he answered.

“Angel.” Nonna’s weak voice came through. She always called him Angel instead of Angelo. He didn’t particularly care for it. In fact, he hated that shit with every fiber of his being, even as a kid, but it was his grandma. What could he say?

“Grandma, it’s late. Well, late for you. You okay, Nonna?” Typically, the old woman was in her nightgown and in the bed by seven. She’d watch some television, or read one of her paperback romance books with a brawny guy on the cover, holding tight to some broad, and fall fast asleep. That was how he wanted his nonna’s life to be. Pleasant. Uneventful. Safe from motherfuckers like him. He kept tabs on her, made sure she had everything she needed and no one was messing with her, giving her a hard time.

“I need to run an errand. Can you take me, Angel?”

His eyes traveled to the cheap clock on the wall. It ticked. Then tocked. How fast life went by. This was the only person in the whole world he simply couldn’t say no to.

“Sure, Grandma.” He ran his hand through his hair, brushing it out of his face. “I gotta be back by nine, so uh, do you want to go before or after that?”

“I need to go now, Angel. I need you to take me to Harlem. I won’t be there too long.”

Harlem? What the hell for?

He glanced at the clock again.

“All right. I’ll be over soon.”

“Thank you.” She ended the call.

Picking up his bottle of beer resting on the coffee table, he drank the rest of it in a few, hearty gulps. It burned so good as it slid down his throat. He moved fast, removing his clothing and placing the blood splattered tank top in a plastic sack to be burned, along with the pair of black pants he’d worn. The cheap shoes he’d purchased for the kill went in the bag, too. Police were getting savvy in their search for evidence.

He turned on the radio then jumped in his shower. Fleetwood Mac’s, ‘Tusk’ played loud through the scratchy speakers. The ice-cold water beat him about the face, bruising him with bursts of chilled redemption as it saturated his hair. He danced to the beat of the music, played drums against the white tiled bathtub walls, the texture rough from hard water and scum, and sang the lyrics. Every single word. He’d not been a big Fleetwood Mac fan until recently. The music was catchy.

After rinsing his hair off, he stepped out, dried himself with a towel, and used a razor to trim his short black beard and mustache. Typically, he went to the barbershop, but when in need of a touchup here and there, he’d handle it himself. He ran his fingers along the scar on his ear, then reached for his large onyx and silver ring on the bathroom vanity and slid it down his right ring finger. He put on his Chopard Happy Diamond watch, too, then clasped his gold chain around his throat before vigorously brushing his teeth. When he was done, he stared at his reflection.

At the rigid jawbones, the pronounced cheekbones, and prominent Adam’s apple. Snapping out of his deliberations, he raked a comb through his black hair, styling it just so. Not happy with it, he reached for the hair grease from Woolworths and applied it evenly to his hair. Yeah, that’s more like it.

He stepped into his bedroom. The only furniture was a bed which was far too big for the size of the room and a dresser that belonged to a previous tenant who’d been dead for twelve days before anyone had discovered him. In one corner was an unfortunate lamp with a shade that never looked centered.

Turning on the light, he fished a pair of white underwear and wifebeater from a drawer and put them on. A spray of Ralph Lauren Polo, then his blue and yellow Adidas sweatpants with matching jacket and white Adidas sneakers with the blue stripes. Grabbing his car keys and a cold best friend—his special hardware—he headed out the door to Nonna’s apartment.

He parked his black T-top Pontiac Firebird with the gleaming gold bird on the hood in front of her residence, then turned off his Pink Floyd cassette tape, ‘Shine on You Crazy Diamond.’ The music always helped to drown out the noise in his head. This was what he poured his money into: his threads, his jewelry, his ride, and the music. He didn’t give a shit about his crib. It was just a place to take a piss, fuck, and lie down to die. But this car? It meant the world to him. He got out the vehicle and waved to a couple of her neighbors who were sitting out on the stoop.

“Angelo!” Ricardo, an old Puerto Rican, greeted him, his voice raspy with age and decades of heavy smoking. He fell into a fit of coughs as he clutched a peeled orange.

“Hey, Pops. Gotta stop all that professional opera singin’. It’s wearing out your vocal chords. Broadway can wait,” Angelo teased, eliciting a toothy grin from the old timer.

“Before I die, I would love to drive off in that sweet ride of yours, man.” He and the older German man he was sitting next to ogled his car, stars in their vintage eyes. The German was flicking a lighter, the flame jumping in shades of sapphire and gold.

“Yeah? Maybe one day I’ll let cha, Mac.” He tapped the old man’s shoulder, handed him a fresh cigarette, then waited for his nonna to buzz him in. She did so quickly, and he stepped inside her foyer, expecting to drink a little something, hear about how her mail keeps arriving late and all of that jazz, but they didn’t stay but for a second. The old woman was already in her light periwinkle jacket, despite it being so hot outside, and her matching purse was slung over her shoulder.

Andy Gibb’s, ‘Shadow Dancing’ blasted from some car driving right outside her residence. He twitched when he heard the beat, his leg involuntarily jolting as if he wanted to boogie, he’d have appreciated it more. Memories poured in his mind of him and several of his acquaintances enjoying themselves at a disco. It had been so long since he’d been to a good party.

“Let’s go, Angel.” She seemed perturbed, in a hurry.

He asked no questions as he took her frail arm and led her back past Ricardo and the other man, who were now sharing the cigarette he’d offered. He took out another one, tossed it to the German, who nodded in appreciation, and made his way towards his car. Opening the passenger’s side door, he helped his nonna inside, when suddenly a few Black children came up to him on their bikes like they knew him from around the way. He looked them up and down, checking them out, always aware of his surroundings. Always prepared.

He’d never seen this youthful crew a day in his life, and he never forgot a face. More and more colored people were moving in the neighborhood, some even coming from down South. It didn’t take long for them to realize their new home was nothing like Mississippi or Arkansas. Hell, even the Midwest such as Wisconsin and Ohio, and if they cared about surviving for more than one night, they’d better catch on fast, or die trying.

He scanned the street to see if anyone was watching from a distance, perhaps a suspicious car parked in a spot that was out of place. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, with the exception of the children who gaped at him like he was some star. Maybe they knew who he was, and if they didn’t, word would spread fast. The neighborhood respected him, race aside. It wasn’t always easy to be White and earn the reverence of people who looked nothing like you. But, he’d managed. Blacks and Puerto Ricans were now everywhere.

The Lower East Side had always been a hub for immigrants, initially a Jewish ghetto. Many of the Puerto Ricans who owned shops and some of the Whites were now leaving in droves, which was always a bad sign. It meant the city would go to shit, and it was already in the fucking toilet. It had never been in great shape to begin with. The sound of a weak bike horn brought him back to the present. One of the boy’s bikes was broken down, the poor kid dragging it about like a dead weight. Tires flat like a tomboy’s tits. He jangled his keys and made a motion to step away. The freak show was over.

“Yo, hold up. Look at this cat’s car, man! It’s outta sight!” One of them pointed, his dark brown eyes glossy with wonder. His friends nodded in agreement, all of them mirroring each other. It almost looked rehearsed. The boy in the front he imagined was the ring leader. He was the one speaking with authority, standing there wearing a silver and black satin jacket. His skin was dark as midnight, his lips the color of split strawberries. His hair was a sandy brown color, the curls soft and bouncy in appearance, moving each time he cocked his head to the left or right – an interesting contrast to his complexion.

“That car baaaaad!” another said. “If I had a ride like dat, it’ll mean I’m rich. You rich, man?” a caramel colored one asked, his hair jet black and kinky. The curls were so short and tight that he could see his scalp in between each little dot, as if it were a grid of sorts. Pieces of lint clung to his locks here and there, and his lips were mere slits, stretched across a wide, smooth face. He looked a bit like a fish. Perhaps he’d eventually grow into his looks.

“Ya tryna ride on pancake tires, man?” Angelo lit a cigarette, ignoring the question regarding his money situation as he dug in his pocket and slapped a couple bills in the little fish-faced kid’s dirty hand.

“Thank you!” The boy stared at the crisp dollar bills as if he’d never seen cash in his whole life. “Yeah, that’s all right! Good lookin’.”

“Go get that tire fixed… The rest of you, come here.” He pointed to the other three kids, curling his finger in the direction of the ring leader, and they practically bum-rushed him, their eyes eager and hands out like peasants. They talked over one another so fast, he could barely understand what they were saying. He handed each of them a couple dollars, enough for them to get something to eat or go to the movies.

“Thanks, man! You all right!” one of them yelled as they huddled like a football team, putting their money together to see what they could score.

“Hey!” the ring leader called out, turning his way. “We wash cars. We do it for tips. If you come out this way, ask for Stevie, ya dig? That’s me. You need your car washed? I can do it right now.”

“No, I don’t need my car washed. I don’t let just anyone touch my ride. I got a tip for you, though, young blood. Stay out the damn street.” He took a drag of his cigarette and narrowed his eyes on the little bastard with mischief in his eyes. “Nothin’ is out here for you but a ticket to jail and a date with the fucking reaper.” His cigarette bobbing out the side of his mouth, he got into the car and closed the door. The sandy-haired ring leader didn’t say anything more. Confusion and sadness flashed in his eyes, then he turned away, back to his friends.

Angelo rested his head against the car seat, smoking. He glanced at his grandmother, who seemed preoccupied with getting her purse in order. Across the street, a Puerto Rican cat was doped up out of his mind. The guy wore plaid bellbottom pants and a shirt far too big for his frame, and he swayed like a tree in the breeze, barely able to stand on his own two feet. He turned to his grandmother once more, who was now gripping her closed blue purse so tight, it was a wonder her little fingers didn’t break off.

“Where are we going in Harlem, Nonna?” He started the car. The black and white dice swung on the hook behind the rearview mirror as he pulled away from the curb then rolled his window down.

“East 115th Street.”

“Okay.” He could think of a million other places he’d rather be. Regardless, he kept his mouth shut and drove in the silence. It was too quiet. Nonna was a talker. In fact, the old woman would talk his damn ear off every chance she saw fit. Most of the time, he didn’t mind much. Tonight, she was eerily silent.

“Nonna, what’s this all about, huh? Why do you have me going over here?” He blew out rings of smoke and slowed as he approached a red light.

His nonna looked down, then peered out the window. From her reflection he noted the tight lips and deep frown marks around her mouth. Her thick silver hair, with a few determined black strands that hung on as mane reflections of the past. Her locks were pulled taut in a bun, and she smelled of her signature perfume: Faberge Tigress.

“I need to see a special woman.”

“Special woman?” He turned his eyes to the road. “A friend?”

“No.”

“A seamstress? Hat maker?”

“No.” She shook her head. “She has… gifts.”

“Oh, God.” He smacked the steering wheel and rolled his eyes. “Not another psychic, Nonna! Psshhh! For tha love of God! You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me? How many times do we have to go through this, huh?” He waved his hand about and shot her a brief, hard look. “What are ya doin’? You’ve got twelve candles that cost you more than the price of the Taj Mahal, sold to you from a headscarf-wearing quack that don’t do shit but burn and stink up the joint. Ya got potions from some so-called Haitian Voodoo priest lady that are nothin’ but baby oil and food coloring and a necklace made of yarn from that self-proclaimed minister with the vicious overbite. When is this going to stop? These crazy superstitions of yours?”

“She’s recommended. Better than the ones before.”

“Someone recommended that I jump off a bridge.” He chuckled dismally. “A bridge that was better than the last one I’d been asked to jump off from, too. This new one was higher. Better condition. Should I do it, Nonna? Huh? Should I? It was recommended, ya know.” Shaking his head in disbelief, he tapped the cigarette to let the ashes out the window.

“Angel, do not make fun of this. Do not joke about this!” She waved her finger in his face. Wrinkles deepened between her brows, bunched like a bundle of twigs, and her slanted hazel eyes practically disappeared within the folds of her oval face.

“Nonna, you’re throwin’ your money away to these con-artists, these crooks. They prey on the gullible, the desperate, and old people, all right? They get paid for telling a bunch of lies. None of these so-called psychics can help ya, okay? They’re full of it. You’re better off askin’ a stray dog in the park for the lottery numbers.”

Nonna said nothing more. She looked straight ahead, clearly tuning him out. He kept driving. Biting his tongue. Nonna’s delusions had become an obsession in the last few years. Ever since his grandfather died, she’d become enamored with the afterlife, psychics, and new age bullshit. When they arrived in the area, she pointed out the apartment building.

“Angel, slow down. I think this is it.”

It was far less rundown than some of the other structures nearby. Loud rock music poured from one of the open windows in the building that a couple teenagers hung out of, both yelling in Spanish and laughing at people who passed by. He parked his car, turned off the engine, and hopped out, helping Nonna get to her feet. Her orthopedic shoes with the heavy taupe heels would need replacing soon. They appeared worn on the sides.

As they alighted, multiple pairs of eyes trained on him, his grandmother, and his car.

“That’s Casper… Angelo Ferrari…” someone whispered. He wasn’t certain who’d spoken, but he could hear a cockroach piss on cotton two blocks away. Nothing got past him. His ears were finetuned to the streets. Casper was his nickname in the thoroughfares.

“Since no introduction is needed, listen, and listen good,” he stated in a loud voice so everyone could hear. “If one fuckin’ scratch appears on this car when I come back out here,” he held up his finger, “I’m gonna fuck each and every one of you up. Guaranteed. I don’t give uh shit if your ol’ lady is sittin’ right next to ya, I’ll mop the sidewalk with you, right before her eyes like it’s dinner-time entertainment. Leave my fuckin’ tires alone, too. I know how you sons of bitches like to do over here. In fact, don’t even look at my shit,” he threatened.

A few people cursed at him in Spanish.

“Angel, stop yelling,” Nonna stated, her tone terse as she approached the steps.

Someone else screamed at him in Spanish, then made a quick jog in the opposite direction. Coward.

“Vete a la mierda también!” he retorted. “Yeah, I know a little Spanglish too, motherfucker.” He stepped ahead of his grandmother and rapped on the door, then hit the buzzer. No one answered.

“What’s this special lady’s name, Nonna?”

“Andrea.”

He stepped to the side, framed his mouth with his hands, and yelled up towards the sky.

“Hey! Andrea! Can you let us in? I’ve gotta skitty.”

Suddenly, another window opened in the building and out poked a woman’s head. A long, elegant neck adorned with a silver and purple beaded choker that glinted in the sunlight. She had so much black hair, it practically swallowed her most beautiful face. Lush black curls sprung forward like an ebony lion’s mane as she looked down. Her tresses were the same texture as the midnight-colored boy’s, only richer in hue. Her skin glowed in shades of dark cinnamon, and she had deep dimples and some of the whitest eyes he’d ever seen that reminded him of freshly fallen snow. She gripped the paint-chipped window sill.

“Mrs. Russo?”

“Yes, it’s me,” Grandma answered, smiling up at the window, her eyes full of hope as she clasped her wrinkled hands together, holding on to a rosary. Angelo turned away, sucking his teeth and shaking his head. He spit on the ground. What a crock of shit.

“I’ll be right down.” He tossed his cigarette onto the concrete and smashed it with the tip of his shoe. About a minute later, the grand front door swung open and there stood the same woman from the window. Now, he could see her much more clearly. She wore a yellow crop top that tied right beneath her heaving breasts, and tight bellbottom jeans that hugged wide hips and thighs. Standing about five foot nine and smelling like roses, she was fucking incredible. A gorgeous specimen from her head to her feet. He couldn’t stop staring at her… She looked like a movie star, but without the long red carpet gown, snapping cameras, and bells and whistles.

She simply came across as though she was somebody. Someone important. Her lips curled as she reached for Nonna’s hand and led her inside. Then, she noticed him.

“Va va fuckin’ voom.”

They stopped walking, the three of them standing right before the steps. His eyes locked with Andrea’s, and her smile faded. In fact, she looked downright frightened, like she’d seen a ghost. They didn’t call him Casper for nothing. Maybe she’d realized who he was, too? The woman quickly averted her gaze and helped Nonna up a winding flight of stairs, then another, and another. Nonna was gasping for air by the time they’d reached the third flood.

“This isn’t good for you, Grandma.” He held her arm, allowing her to lean into him.

The old woman was panting now, clutching her necklace, but waved him off. Andrea opened her apartment door, and as soon as they stepped inside, it was like being engulfed whole by an oversized greenhouse. There was vegetation in vases, herbs in bowls with pestles in them, enormous ceramic pots full of foliage and assorted wild flowers everywhere. She likes plants and flowers, huh? It’s her thing, I guess.

The woman closed the door softly and went through securing a series of locks, as if trying to keep out the Devil himself. Andrea turned and glared at him right after she’d finished. Perhaps she’d realized it was too late. She took hold of Nonna’s arm once more and led her to a table by a window. The same window she’d jammed her head out of, looking down at him as if she were above him in some way. Maybe she was.

“You can have a seat, too,” the woman said to him as if it were an afterthought, pointing to a wooden bench only a few feet away. Her gaze never met his.

Nonna sat across from her. He studied the bench, taking note of strange inscriptions carved in the wooden arms and the small red satin throw pillow sitting in the middle of it. He sat down hesitantly.

Good. I can see my car from here just fine.

She disappeared to the kitchen and returned with a glass of water for Nonna. He didn’t miss how her eyes gravitated towards his gun, nestled in the holster on his side.

The table the two women sat at was covered with a shiny purple cloth. It was probably some cheap polyester knock-off. On it was some strange clear globe that looked like a crystal ball, next to a stack of glossy white and gold cards. Who knew what they were, or what she planned to do with them. A pile of glistening rocks lay in a brown bowl, all different colors. On a white cake plate he could see tea leaves, and all sorts of strange shit on an egg-shaped silver tray – a large bird feather, incense cones, and a number of red bottles. Next to it sat a satchel of sorts. He wondered what was in it. Probably a frog head and some other dumb shit to play the part of a real live mystic. I don’t have time for this bullshit.

He had to admit, it smelled damn good in there – fresh and clean, and sweet. The two women engaged in small talk, during which he took more time to look around. There was a decent television across from him, switched off, sitting on a stand that looked to be made for enjoying T.V. dinners. Artwork in gold frames covered the walls, much of it featuring Black people playing instruments, depictions of dark-complexioned Ancient Egyptians, including pharaohs, and a few African masks sprinkled about the room, too. The floor was covered with a tan and white shag carpet. His shoes sank into it, the softness giving way to a bit of slip if one wasn’t careful.

He could see into the small and neat kitchen area, noticing the avocado stove and refrigerator. They looked practically new. White ceramic canisters sat on the counter, perhaps full of pretend poisons… But no; one was marked sugar, another flour, the third coffee, and the last, tea. He felt uneasy the more he sat there, listening to the two women chat. Something was off, making him itch deep inside. In fact, despite the place being clean and somewhat inviting, he felt a strange energy there, as though he was being watched. Now I sound as crazy as Nonna… But he couldn’t shake the sensation. It was like being in a room full of people, only you couldn’t see the motherfuckers. He ran his hand along his hip, feeling his gun. The touch of it always put him at ease.

He cast his eyes towards the two women again, both of them speaking softly and smiling at one another. He checked his watch, worried he wouldn’t be home in time.

“…So that’s why, okay?”

Nonna nodded. He could barely understand what was being said, despite sitting so close. His hearing was one of his strong suits. It was almost as if the woman was blocking him on purpose, trying to pull some peculiar mind trick on his grandmother while speaking in that sweet, hushed, even tone of hers. I bet she wouldn’t sound like that if I was shaggin’ her, knocking that beaver every which way but loose.

“I don’t believe in none of this shit,” he blurted as he placed a hand on each knee and leaned forward. Andrea turned towards him, and so did Nonna, who grimaced, clearly disapproving. But he wouldn’t have her be taken advantage of.

“Well, you’re not here for a reading, so what you think doesn’t matter right now, does it?”

He didn’t like the bitch’s tone. She had a smart mouth. Though he didn’t go around broadcasting it, people knew who the hell he was. Didn’t she? This was his second time wondering. He didn’t like how she looked at him, either, as though trying to dig inside him to pull out his guts and explore them. There was no future, only the present, so why try to predict the shit? If such things worked, this pretty woman wouldn’t be living in this ramshackle apartment, in this piss-poor part of town, barely scraping by. She’d be somewhere upstate, or better yet, out of New York altogether. He slowly got to his feet and approached them, his hands on his narrow hips.

“I’m going to call it like I see it. If you could really foretell the future and help people, be a do-gooder, then you wouldn’t be in the shape you’re in. You wouldn’t need to steal from little old ladies, that’s for sure. You’re nothing more than a two-bit magician.”

“You think I perform magic?”

“You don’t? You claim you can, according to my grandmother. You could use your so-called powers to make things better for yaself, Wonder Woman. But you can’t, now can you?” He sneered. “Just cut the bullshit.” He gritted his teeth, hating her the more he looked at her. His dick loved her, though. His dick loved her so fucking much, it throbbed and twitched at the mere sight of her.

“That’s not how this works, Mr. Ferrari.” Her tone was calm, but her words jabbed at his peace of mind like an ice pick.

How’d she know my name? How’d she know my fucking name? She must know who I am then after all, or maybe Nonna must’ve told her.

He didn’t break his stare.

“How’s it work then, foxy mama?” He smirked as he lit another cigarette. Pressing his palm on the table, he leaned forward and crossed his ankles.

“I get feelings. I can sense things. It’s not on auto-pilot. It comes and goes. You’re a nonbeliever though, so,” she shrugged, “I don’t waste my time trying to convince people like you to believe in me. You think I’m jivin’ you, but I’m real and I know it. I’m no tooth fairy. You’re looking dead at me.” Her eyes hooded.

“I look at a lot of shit… a lot of people. Every. Damn. Day. Doesn’t make them legit.”

“If it’s real, you can see it with your own eyes.”

“Eyes lie, too. Seeing isn’t always believing. People believe whatever the hell they wanna believe, no matter what’s in front of their face. You could prove the Earth is round with space footage, have Neil Armstrong himself co-sign it, an alien coming down here and telling us this place looks like a ball. And even after all of that, some dumb motherfucker would still say it was square as an ice cube.”

“Angel. Stop it. That’s enough,” Nonna warned.

“Desperation breeds contempt. Contempt breeds more desperation. Human nature is a bitch and her predictability drives me to boredom,” he continued, disregarding his grandmother. “Yawn. Tuck me in. Goodnight.” He blew out smoke in her direction and winked at her, then laughed his ass off.

“My love angers your hatred. You dance with shadows, I laugh with the sun. I bask in light, you lie down with the pigs in the darkness. Since you want to go to sleep, maybe you’ll have a nightmare tonight, Mr. Ferrari… One that will make your blood run cold.” Aloofness shone in her eyes.

“What the hell are you talkin’ about? Are you threatening me, crazy lady?” He couldn’t believe his damn ears.

“I’m not threatening you. I don’t have to lift a finger. I’m talking to that disgusting beast inside of you.” She pointed to his heart. “Tell your demons to pipe down, or my spirits will teach them a lesson.” His heart beat so hard in his chest, heat spread across his ribs. “Now, back to you.” Andrea’s eyes narrowed for a second, and she swallowed hard, turning away from him.

A flash fantasy of his hands wrapped loosely around her throat as he fucked the shit out of her danced in his mind. He could practically hear the bed squeaking, envision her big tits jiggling up and down with each pounding thrust as he tore her to pieces, fucked her right out of her whacky little mind. Buried deep in that sweet black pussy of hers, sheltered between fat, warm, beautiful thighs. After treating him like some chump, the woman was patting his grandmother’s hand as if together, they’d ignore the big, bad wolf in the room. She played it off well, but he could tell that his very presence unnerved her. She seemed to quickly get herself together though, putting on a kind face like some actress, and continued on with her spiel.

She turned her grandmother’s hand and looked down at her palm.

“There’s no curse on your family,” she finally stated.

Nonna’s eyes watered.

“Oh God! Thank you.”

“I know you were told that was so, but it’s not true. You’ve been trying to lift something that isn’t there. There is, however, an issue with your heart.” Andrea slowly released Nonna’s hand, got to her feet, and refused to look his way. They almost bumped into one another as she carefully maneuvered past him, cautious to not touch a hair on his body. She went to the kitchen, grabbed a small decanter filled with clear liquid, and brought it over, then sat back down. Oh, goody. More baby oil. “I want you to go to the doctor, but I also want you to take this. It’s all natural.” She handed it to Nonna.

“What is it?”

“It helps relax you. It’s like aspirin, but better. Your heart is working too hard, pumping too fast. It’s stress.”

“My chest has been hurting lately!” Nonna confessed.

Andrea nodded in understanding, playing into it. He looked at his watch again, hopeful this dog and pony show would be over soon. Outside, a gaunt Black woman with short cropped hair and unkempt clothing was checking out his car, peering through to the passenger side window. She looked like a druggie, probably trying to see if anything worth the effort of busting the glass was inside to steal.

“Your car will be fine. Please sit down, Angel,” Nonna said, clear irritation in her voice.

He huffed and made his way back to the bench. Time ticked by and he watched as Andrea shuffled those white and gold cards, speaking softly once again. He was barely paying attention, more focused on watching the time. The sun began to set, the clouds floating in a sea of tangerine and cotton candy blue. Finally, it seemed to be over. Nonna appeared thrilled according to the big satisfied grin on her face as she got to her feet. Andrea rounded the table and hugged his grandmother as if they were old friends. He slid his keys out of his pocket, ready to rock and roll and get the hell out of there. The two women said their goodbyes and as he approached the door to wait, Andrea called out to him.

“Mr. Ferrari?”

“What?”

“Your father has passed on.”

“Yeah. And?” He shrugged.

“He always brought home a bag of chocolate for you as a little boy. You were his favorite. The youngest son. You loved those little gold chocolate coins, didn’t you?”

He swallowed. Nonna wouldn’t have known that… She was his maternal grandmother, and he never spoke of these memories with her. That had been so long ago.

Lucky guess. She’s a professional at scheming. A lot of people got chocolate as a kid.

“What the hell do you want?”

“I don’t want anything from you, Mr. Ferrari.”

“Yes, you do. I pay my Nonna’s bills, take care of what she needs. When you get something from her, you’re getting it from me. This stops right here, right now.”

“I don’t know what you’re digging at, but it’s the wrong lawn.” She shrugged. “Your father… He’s not well, by the way.”

“What the hell does that mean, ‘he’s not well?’ Of course he’s not fuckin’ well. He’s dead! He was killed!”

“Angel!” His Nonna’s voice cracked.

He stepped out in front of his grandmother, having had enough.

Andrea’s eyes turned dark, like the shadows that danced in his soul.

“I’m just trying to help.” She crossed her arms.

“Yeah? Well, I don’t need your help. You tricksters all say the same shit. Vagueness. ‘Oh! You’ll get a present on your birthday!’, ‘You’ll meet the man of your fuckin’ dreams in five years.’ Now I hear, ‘He’s not well.’ Being slaughtered means you’re not well. Ya can’t get anymore not well than that! Come on, Nonna, let’s go.” He turned away and began to work on the locks, eager to get the hell out of there. Time was money. He’d spent the last thirty minutes trapped in a silly ass cartoon with no chance of escape.

“Mr. Ferrari, he wants you to be careful. You looked up to him. He’s not trying to lecture you, just wants you to rethink how you do things. He feels responsible for who you are today. He says you could have been someone else if he hadn’t raised you the way he did. He’s sorry. That’s all.”

He finally got the last lock undone, took hold to his grandmother’s arm, and led her out into the dingy hallway, slamming the door behind them. He said nothing as they made their way down all three flights of stairs in the sweltering heat. His heart beat like a damn bongo. The same woman he’d seen from Andrea’s window was still standing near his car, her nose practically smashed against the glass. He gave her an elbow shove out the way, then helped Nonna inside. The vagrant woman began to mumble, pointing her finger at him as she cursed and stumbled about.

Hastening, he rounded the car, then looked up at that damn window. There Andrea was, leaning out of it, looking down at him. Smug. Those thick, fluffy black curls hugged her face like ebony clouds against the sun, and her full, glossy lips were faintly parted, as if she were about to whisper something slick. She had a cigarette hanging between her fingers and a strange look on her face.

“Fucking weird ass witch,” he mumbled under his breath before getting in the car and driving away…
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CHAPTER TWO


Flowers for the Living
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Rule 2: Always be prepared for surprises.

I didn’t invite the Devil to dinner. And yet, he arrived dressed and ready to party. The Devil is apparently fine as hell. And Italian. Merda…

Andrea sat on the edge of her bed, naked from head to toe. The air conditioner was on full blast, but the heat was oppressive, strangling her with its August night grip. Her curls drooped, no longer luscious due to the humidity, she pressed her knees together as she tried to get her damn mind right. Sweat rained down her body as if she were under a waterfall, and she rubbed her breasts, coaxing the nipples to harden as she self-soothed.

Hours had passed since Mr. Ferrari had left, but his scent hung in the air like fried chicken grease long after the cooking was over. Not his cologne… yes, that was there, too. He sure did smell good, but his verve was the issue. He was full of himself without saying so. His essence, arrogance, and sense of self were strong. His egotism robust. It wasn’t simply bravado. He meant that shit. Every word he’d said. He smelled like envy, testosterone, and maleficence.

Ramsey Lewis and Earth, Wind and Fire’s, ‘Sun Goddess’ was being played outside by a creep named Theo, a neighbor who lived on the first floor. Theo likened himself to a street performer. He liked to say he’d be the next Marvin Gaye as he blasted records from his radio and sang off key. Sometimes he stood out there with a little card table, selling stolen odds and ends that no one wanted. At least the guy was predictable. Theo was annoying, but harmless.

Her thoughts drifted back to someone who was dangerous. The Devil who’d brought over his grandmother…

When she’d first looked into his eyes, her spirit froze and her soul screamed. Typically, she could sense when trouble was afoot. This time, she’d had no idea. It unnerved her greatly. Even when she had looked down from her window, she hadn’t felt fear, or a need to protect herself. When the old woman had called her the day prior, she’d made arrangements to have her come. There’d been nothing off-putting about their conversation on the line. The woman hadn’t mentioned she was bringing her grandson, but of course, she hadn’t asked, either.

Andrea pulled one leg up, resting her chin on her knee. The shells on her anklet rattled against the gold and silver beads. Plucking her cigarette from the clear glass ashtray on her bed, she took a smoke. Smolder filled the room as Cheryl Lynn’s, ‘Got to be Real’ played on her record player. Her thoughts drifted back to the moment Mr. Ferrari left her home. She’d sighed with relief, and couldn’t stop shaking for at least thirty seconds. Less than a couple minutes later, a few neighbors knocked on her door to see if she was still alive.

When they’d explained their concerns, she understood why her heart had nearly stopped beating when she’d looked into the sky-blue eyes of a man with a curtain of thick, black lashes that rivaled a woman’s with three layers of mascara.

He was exceptionally manly and handsome, almost freakishly so, with his strong features. Arched eyebrows, as if suspicious of everyone. Alluring light eyes, a long nose with wide nostrils like the end of a devil’s tail, and plush lips. He had a short, dense goatee, so well-trimmed that perhaps he visited a barber on a regular basis.

Exceptionally tall and broad shouldered, too, and naturally muscular, but not overly so, beneath his Adidas leisure suit. His big hands and long fingers were heavily veined, and he wore a large silver and onyx ring on one of them. His hands showed signs of wear and tear, cuts and the like, as if he worked himself to death on a daily basis. Yet his nails were clipped to perfection and they were clean.

He obviously cared a great deal about his appearance. Not so much that it ruled his world, but it was a big part of his identity. A well dressed, amazingly striking cold-blooded killer had been sitting in her home, looking at her things, and invading her space.

The banging at my door… They believed I was dead.

Apparently, Mr. Ferrari was more than just a common criminal. He had a reputation that preceded him. According to Carla, her neighbor across the hall, when the man visited a residence in the middle of the night, the occupant of said residence would soon be breathing their last breath. She was told he went by the nickname of Casper, and that was because he was like a ghost when he did his dirty work. The predator slipped in. The predator slipped out. Without so much as a trace. It didn’t help that some of the police looked the other way or were paid off by the precarious punters that hired Mr. Ferrari to do the drudgery that only a fiend would sign up for.

She took another draw of her cigarette, feeling the tension of a horrible budding headache. A bad feeling crept inside her, twisting like vines along her heart and squeezing it to death. Her eyes watered with sadness, but perhaps it wasn’t her own tears. In fact, she was certain of it. Being Empathic had a way of doing such things.

She shrugged it off. It’s not like it’s the first time a murderer has been in my home. But shit. He’s definitely the worst. Not an ounce of remorse. Taking another puff of her cigarette, she closed her eyes, then opened them once again and smiled. That’s right. There was a silver lining. The rent was definitely getting paid next month. She did the readings to supplement her income. The old woman had placed a wad of cash in her hand after their reading. She hadn’t checked it until she and her grandson had left – something she never let happen. Some people had tried to stiff her, or give fake cash. Others had even tried to rob her. It was amazing what some fuckers would pull.

But one thing she was not: a push over. She kept a switchblade in her pocket and could scream, claw, kick and beat some ass with the best of them.

A client had once attempted to give her drugs in exchange for her services. Some damn PCP. She didn’t do that shit. She wanted cash, period. Mr. Ferrari dressed like he enjoyed cash, too. She’d waited to count that money from his grandmother because she didn’t want to take her eyes off the evil entity in her home, and she didn’t appreciate getting messages from a spirit who she was certain was his father.

She hadn’t even wanted to tell him about his father’s presence, but she knew the consequences of ignoring a spirit, especially one as determined as this bastard’s dead daddy. He had the same heavy energy as his son. It was overwhelming, suffocating. Treacherous. She hated every moment of it. She could never explain how she heard the messages when they came through to her every blue moon, but she simply did. She read ruins, crystals, and used playing cards to gather details and time frames for her customers, when required. Blessed candles were for prayers, and she specialized in meditation exercises and special herbal love spells. Aphrodisiacs. Aiming to learn and understand, she’d read the Bible and studied several African religions, becoming well-versed in Eastern religious principles and the Koran.

What she did not love was the dead approaching her. She didn’t speak to the dead as a rule of thumb, and after the first time it occurred when she was fifteen, she’d tried to ensure it would never happen again. Yet, it did. Twice. Once after her cousin had died, and another time when she’d attended the wedding of a co-worker. All of those instances she clearly recalled, and they’d left her shaken. That wasn’t her gift; at least, not the one she wanted. She desired no part of it.

Feeling thirsty, she went to the kitchen to get a drink. She opened one of the cabinets, removed a glass, then screamed. Her voice was so loud, it crushed her eardrums. Glass shattered on the floor, slipping from her shaking hand.

Leave me alone!

On the counter was a single dark red rose. Dead. Dried up. Her chest constricted as she looked frantically about, searching the shadows and the light. The music kept playing, lyrics about love and desire, the polar opposite of the fear and anger that clutched her heart. After checking her surroundings twice over, she quickly clothed herself with a black silk kimono and made her way to each window and the front door, checking all three locks once again. She went back to the windows. He got in here some way. It had to be the fire escape.

The windows were closed, yet one was unlocked and slightly ajar. She could’ve sworn she’d locked it. She looked out to check the nearby fire escapes, seeing nothing out of the ordinary, then quickly bolted the window. That night she slept clutching her knife as rock songs played on WNEW-FM 102.7…
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42nd Street and Broadway, otherwise known as The Deuce, was aglow with flashing red lights. Mannequins posed in twisted and obscene poses in storefront windows. Some donned paisley and pastel shirts, others chunky gold necklaces and wide brimmed hats with feathers. Times Square reeked of hot garbage, the acrid stench of fresh vomit, the occasional heap of human excrement, and walls sprayed with cum. It was heaven for a heathen, and there were plentiful spots to grab a fast burger or pretzel, or drown one’s sorrows in a glass of liquid sin.

You could find some powdery nose candy in a split second, too, a toxic treat to shoot inside the veins. Or a money-grubbing whore to fuck and swear to you that you’ve got the biggest dick in town, a fag to dress up like your wife and fuck you in the ass if you were into that sort of thing, and just about anything you desired for a small fee and a sliver of pride. Everything had a price, even if it cost you your soul, and someone out there was willing to sell it. Despite being in the Devil’s den, Angelo wasn’t in the mood to get high or drunk off his ass.

Angelo was trying to clear his head, take a chill pill. Live a little. His schedule had been quite hectic that summer. NYC was the killing field, miles and miles of endless grains of red – as far as the eye could see. It was a blood bath of epic proportions. A place populated by people trying to catch their breath as they gurgled bubbles of poverty and corruption. He was in the midst of it, standing tall with his scythe. Sometimes, this life wore on him. It had been a while since he’d had time to go out and have some fun.

Each month that passed, he felt less and less emotion. Became more detached. Things were getting worse. Far worse. He was aware of this, but couldn’t stop the transformation.

Dispassion.

He forced himself to hang around the living when it got too bad. The smell of death was all around him, even when he wasn’t the cause. It followed him like a fog. It worshiped him, made him sick, and yet, it belonged somewhere close to him all the same. Crowds of people often did the trick to get him out of that funk. Loud music and fun times.

One day soon I’ll probably be dead. I don’t want to leave here with no good memories. He recalled his father saying that, too. He had to do something before he slipped completely away from himself, forever.

Sometimes he looked at himself in the mirror and saw nothing but the pitch black. He was the shadow of the shadows, the darkest spot in the deepest hole. The last door, on the last floor, to the crypt gateway of the underworld. He remembered seeing that same blankness and blackness in his father’s eyes soon before he was gunned down. Pops had died way before he’d ever been killed.

He glanced at his watch. It was two in the damn morning and he was gripping the neck of a beer bottle, his button-down shirt hanging open and his eyes trained on the traffic passing by. His friend, Fredrick, who he typically just called Fred, held a joint in one hand and pulled out his wallet with the other as they entered the Burlesque.

It was dark and dank inside, the place smelling of mildew, cheap beer, and bargain-basement perfume. They each paid a few dollars to the fat man with missing fingers that doubled as a bouncer, then pushed past him. Angelo navigated through the crowd, past the drunkards, druggies, unhappy husbands with business degrees and pensions, and young stiffs too fucking awkward to get laid without a ten-dollar bill. The pair entered a vacant area of the joint, and he kicked a few empty chairs out of his way as he approached the stage trimmed with red and white lights. A dark burgundy curtain hung in the back of the platform. Showtime was starting soon. He and Fredrick slumped in a couple of chairs and waited for the spectacle to begin.

“It’s good to see ya, Angelo.” His tall, skinny friend with light brown hair sucked on his joint, his eyes turning to slits. “Shit’s been crazy lately. My fuckin’ job is killing me.”

“Get another gig. If you’re glum, book it.”

“I’m going to quit as soon as I find another one. The warehouse is steady work. It could be worse I guess.” Fred shrugged. “Katie’s been on my back, nagging the hell outta me, Angelo. She’s never fucking satisfied but she doesn’t lift a finger to help. The apartment is fuckin’ filthy and she uses the baby as an excuse, saying she can’t get anything done with Frederick Jr, and now, Abby. It’s two fucking kids, man. Our daughter even takes long naps. My ma had five of us, and our house was sparkling, man. You could lick off the damn floor. Spic ’nd span. Anyway, I just needed some time to get away. Clear my head.”

Angelo nodded in understanding, though actually, he couldn’t understand at all. He’d be damned if he’d be married to someone who gave him nothing but trouble. He’d known Fredrick since grade school. Their families knew one another, and he was just a nice kid – the opposite of him and his brothers. Katie was his cute, selfish little wife who deemed herself on par with Raquel Welch. In her dreams. She’d worked as a waitress when they’d met. The type of broad who had champagne dreams on a Kool Aid budget. She also had no idea that Fred really had wanted her younger sister, but settled for her as a consolation prize.

They sat there talking for a bit, and Angelo lit a cigarette, forcing himself to ignore a scuffle in the back of the place between two guys over a missing wallet.

It wasn’t long before a lady bartender wearing black stockings, a bra, and belly chain waltzed over and took their drink orders. A Taste of Honey’s, ‘Boogie Oogie’ played through loud scratchy speakers as three women entered the stage, one by one. The first was a short blonde chick with bouncy, shiny waves that flowed along her shoulders. Her skin was alabaster white, flawless, and her big jugs sagged, bright pink nipples practically pointing to the ground. Her hips were wide and dimpled, and she had on shimmery red panties with tassels that spun around and around as she popped her hips from side to side. Boy could she move.

She sashayed from left to right, dancing to the beat with the other two women. One of the other whores was a White lady with long, straight brown hair. She looked to be the youngest of the trio. She was freakishly thin, and her small tits looked like Indian teepees. They stuck straight out with unusually large, light brown nipples. She wore a pair of blue panties that gripped her pussy lips like a fucking fist. She had a nice ass, too, despite her scrawniness. She couldn’t dance as well as the blonde. But she tried.

The last broad was Black, the color of silky milk chocolate. He smirked as he watched her work that stage like she was born to do it. She outshined the other two with her dance moves, and long braids adorned with glitter and beads swung about as she moved like a damn wind-up toy. Her breasts were about a C cup, dark and lovely as they jiggled every time she moved. She wore a shimmery gold sheer skirt, and he couldn’t wait to see what she hid underneath it. Soon, the beers they’d ordered arrived and he leaned back, chugging on the fresh one.

The girls weren’t that bad. Though not perfect, they were attractive, worth a second glance. A few guys in the back started wolf calling. Some nights they had some real dogs on the stage in these dives. He felt lucky to catch a break tonight. All three were definitely fuckable. The evening wore on and he considered propositioning one of the girls for a blow job, then heading home. It was a toss-up between the skinny brunette with the nice ass and the Black broad with the nice tits. Before he could make his final decision, Fred pointed to the Black one and said he wanted to fuck her. Maybe she’d take a five dollar bill for some head? The dance was soon over and in typical fashion, the ladies stepped down and began to work the crowd, offering private dances and more.

Additional women appeared from the back of the curtain, all in various stages of undress, gunning for prospects of money for their honey. Fred wasted no time coaxing the Black chick into a corner to fuck around. Angelo remained in his seat as the two other dancers stalled, seeing if he’d take the bait. He’d planned to get that BJ, some good head, but decided someone else could have them after all. He wasn’t into it much anymore, growing tired and distracted, no longer felt as laid back or comfortable.

As he sat there looking around, his thoughts wandered back to the previous day. Gold coin candies… Lucky fucking guess. Swindler.

He hadn’t thought about the crystal ball lady, as he now called her in his head, since he’d driven away from her apartment with his naïve grandmother in tow. He’d forced himself not to think about her. Now, she crept into his thoughts like the smoke after she snuffed out her candles. His grandmother was elated when he’d dropped her back off that evening – you would’ve thought the old woman had spoken to God Himself. When he got home, he’d made it just in time to get his money. That following morning, he got parts for the air conditioner, grabbed some coffee and bread, and picked up an ad for apartments to rent, too. Perhaps he’d move the following month? He never liked to stay in one spot too long.

“Hey, Angelo!” Frederick called out, a big smile on his face. He could only see the side of the man as he blended in with the shadows. “She’s gotta mouth like a vacuum!”

“Vroom vroom, Ms. Hoover.” He snickered as he watched the lady on her knees, sucking his pal’s dick while she simultaneously pulled on his nuts. Angelo turned away, listening to the music, enjoying himself. He figured after Frederick had gotten his rocks off, they’d be leaving soon. ‘Like It Is,’ by Yusef Lateef, played as he slipped further into his thoughts, leaving the bits and pieces of this shit called life. He was surrounded by rasping moans, broken screams of orgasms, high-pitched cackles and drunken rages.

“GIVE IT TO ME!” someone yelled, snatching him out of his state of semi-slumber. He looked to his right and saw the fat man at the front door with his arms up as two men wearing plastic President Nixon masks pressed a gun against his gut. “I’m not fuckin’ around! I want all the money!” one of them barked.

The other guy with him began to terrorize the patrons, demanding their wallets, jewels, and watches. He glanced at Frederick who was still standing in that dim corner, the whore now frozen, their eyes wide and looking scared as hell. He took another sip of his beer and set it down on the little lopsided table as the thief worked the crowd like a church service. Getting that third offering, ready or not, here he comes. The fat man yelled seconds before gunfire erupted, then hit the ground like a ton of bricks. The place became frantic, people scrambling and running to and fro, but the doors were blocked.

He glanced at Frederick once more, placing his finger to his lips in a hush motion.

Don’t you scream, you pussy. Don’t you say a fucking word.

It wasn’t long before the one working the crowd got to him.

“Nice fuckin’ watch, ring and chain. They’re mine now. Put ’em in the bag!” the guy yelled.

“I’m not giving you shit.” Angelo chuckled, reached for his beer and took another swig.

The guy aimed the gun at him.

“Don’t try to be a hero, you fuckin’ Guido. I’m kipin’ your shit. Give it to me!” He clicked the weapon. Angelo grinned at him. The bastard’s blue eyes were visible through the cheap plastic presidential mask, and his pupils were dilated, big as flying saucers. He smelt of liquor. His associate had stepped away from the doors and was clearing out the register, dumping big bottles of alcohol in a box while the fat man lay there grunting, gurgling and dying.

“I’ll give it to ya, all right.”

Screams rang out as the big-eyed fucker fell to his knees, a clean-as-a-whistle bullet hole smoking from the center of his empty head. Angelo looked down at the piece of shit, kicked the fucker over on his side, then lit a fresh cigarette. He made his way towards the fool who was working on cases of gin, wine, and whiskey, ransacking the shelves with his back turned. Somehow he’d remained oblivious, thinking that gunshot had been his partner in crime shooting a patron. He kept a steady pace, closing the gap. These sons of bitches must be high as kites.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

“Go! Everybody get tha fuck outta here!” Angelo yelled.

BAM!

More screams rent the air as people flooded out the entrance, charging towards the door, fighting for their miserable life and freedom. The naked women, men with their pants down to their ankles, and freaks of nature shot out of there, rushing out of the mouth of the beast.

He shot the fat man’s attacker in the back three times, then one more time in the head for good measure. He never left a target alive to tell the tale. That was a novice move. The chump lay there bleeding out, glass breaking everywhere from the liquor box slipping out of hands and the contents shattering once it hit the floor.

Fred raced towards him, working his belt back into his pants with shaky hands. His eyes wild and crazy.

“I gotta get outta here, man! If Katie finds out I was in here, I’m—”

“Shut up for a second, Fred,” he said as politely as he could muster. He picked up the phone that was bolted to the wall and dialed the police.

“Hey, some turkeys came into Pinky’s Burlesque on 42nd Street and robbed the joint. One of ’em shot Dog Catcher. He might be dead. Send some pigs.” He hung up the phone, nodded towards the door, and he and Frederick walked out into the night. The air was pleasantly cooler. Matching steps as he smoked a cigarette, they passed by more strip clubs, liquor stores, cigar shops, XXX movie spots, and clothing stores that were closed for the night.

“Take it easy. It’s over. Done.”

Frederick lit a new joint, still shaking a bit as they neared his car. The man wasn’t cut out for such situations. The most he’d done was sell some weed, get high, and steal some crackers and bologna from a bodega. He knew a lot of people, and they liked him, but this was beyond his level. He was a family man with a guilty conscience, married to a woman who wouldn’t suck his cock, tell him he was all gravy, make him feel like a fucking man. He definitely didn’t want to end up like ol’ Freddy boy. Barely scraping by, not enough ass, and miserable. Being wealthy and miserable was far better.

They reached his car and piled into it. He turned on the radio, and it wasn’t long before they heard the police and ambulance sirens in the distance. Grover Washington Jr.’s, ‘Mister Magic’ blasted through his radio speakers as he headed to Fred’s place, so the scaredy cat could lap at a warm cup of milk to soothe his tattered nerves and fall asleep against his wife’s shaggy muff, offering the bitch guilt-driven pleasures with the slip of his quivering tongue. It was a good night gone bad, or perhaps a bad night that turned out incredibly good, depending on how one looked at it. He chuckled to himself.

Richard fucking Nixon masks, and robbing the place… Ironic. A couple of burnouts came into the wrong spot tonight.

Casper the fuckin’ Ghost was in there. Boo! Motherfucker…

“I am not a crook…” – President Richard Nixon
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CHAPTER THREE


Hold the Phone
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Rule 3: If at first you don’t succeed, try again.

…Two weeks later

Andrea hopped about in her kitchen, from foot to foot, because her pantyhose made her legs itch. She tried to remove the stiff legwear without causing a run and ruining yet another pair. Every muscle in her legs burned and the balls of her feet were on fire. It had been a long work day at the perfume counter of B. Altman and Co., selling colognes, creams, scented lotions and powders. After managing to get the sheer stockings down to her ankles without a snag, she tossed them next to her chunky black heels. Then, she washed her hands in the kitchen sink, grabbed the defrosted chicken from the refrigerator, and set it out to fry.

She proceeded to light a few white candles and sage incense throughout her place, then turned on the radio to facilitate some much needed R&R. George Benson’s, ‘Breezin’’ came through the airwaves. She snapped her fingers to the vibe, feeling better already.

And then… she paused when a cool sensation came upon her like an icy cloak settling along her shoulders. It then lifted and ushered past her, returning soon thereafter and racing through her like an unpleasant draft. She ran her hands up and down her arms to quell the goosebumps. A sense of dread thumped against her heart, plucking at the strings of her sensibilities and making a horrid song. Within seconds, her phone rang. She stared at it, frozen. Snapping out of the trance, she quickly turned the music down and answered it.

“Hello?”

“Andrea. You’re home. Good. Check it out, I need a favor.”

Her voice caught in her throat. A knot formed in her gut and made a mess of her resolve as she now flushed with heat. She leaned against the counter, feeling a bit dizzy. There was no way she could forget that voice. The deep, raspy baritone notes dipped in dark liquor and a miasma of cigarette smoke. A voice that was intimidating no matter what, even if he’d been reciting the alphabet. A voice that sounded beyond his earthly years. The Devil, of course, was timeless.

“Who is this?”

“You’re the psychic. Shouldn’t you know?”

“What do you want, Mr. Ferrari?”

“A reading.”

“Well, first of all, I’m not a psychic. Secondly, just because I read for your grandmother doesn’t mean I will read for you, and thirdly, even if I wanted to subject myself to entertaining the likes of you, I don’t care to be treated like some circus clown as you hurl more accusations and insults my way. I’m closed right now.”

“Tomorrow then.” He didn’t phrase it like a question. He was giving her the date, and she’d better agree to it. Or else.

“For you, I’m closed forever, mothafucka. No going out of business sale. Just closed.” Her nerves were a damn wreck. She wished she’d never answered the phone, but she had to nip this in the bud.

“I’ll pay you well. That’s square biz, baby.”

She placed her hand on her hip and hissed. This guy was a real piece of work. She teetered between terror and amusement. It made her sick to her stomach that she found him slightly comical.

“There’s no amount of money your ass could offer me, Mr. Ferrari, that would make me subject myself to you again. If your grandmother calls me for another appointment, I will also be requesting that you not come with her. I’m sure she’ll understand.” She heard what sounded like a soda or beer can being opened, then guzzling and deep swallowing. That was soon followed by the man smoking. The deep exhale, puff, and inhale proved it.

“You’re little trick worked.”

“What trick?”

“You gave me a nightmare that night. Just like you promised. I never dream. The night after I left your apartment, I did. Anyway, enough of that. I want to ask you a few questions. Some of ’em are about my father. You said he was there with you, tellin’ you stuff. That means you might be—”

“I didn’t say he was here with me. I just got a sense, a feeling. I told you this already.”

“A sense that he was there with you though, right? Was he telling you shit about me? His spirit? Is that how you do it? Ya know, the shit with the chocolate coins. I want to know exactly what happens… how it feels… what is said. The tone of the voice. Does your heart beat faster? Are you afraid when the spirits come? Do they use you like some rag doll, or was it like a dream you can barely remember? It just felt like something happened?”

She hesitated, realizing he wasn’t satisfied with her indifferent response. She’d hoped he’d let her go, but she’d figured wrong. Perhaps he was more perceptive, inquisitive, and intelligent than she dared give him credit for. Obviously, he wasn’t a fool, if what her neighbors had said about him was true. Besides, he’d asked the right questions. It was almost as if he, too, had a sixth sense. Maybe he did. He’d survived, some way, somehow.

“Why do you want these answers? You don’t believe in me anyway, remember?” She chortled as she nestled the phone between her shoulder and neck, trying to ensure she didn’t pull too hard on the cord as she made quick work of unwrapping the chicken breasts and thighs from the plastic packaging.

“I don’t know nothin’ about this kind of strange shit that you do, except that my grandmother has been taken advantage of by people like for you for years. Too many people believe in shit they can’t see, and deny what’s right in front of their face.”

“Can you tell me when the commercial break from your mouth runnin’ comes up? Because I have to go.”

“Andrea.” He chuckled. “You’re a funny one, aren’t ya?” He said the words, but it was obvious he wasn’t amused.

“I can be funny when I want.”

“I can too, baby. Check this out. I’ve got a joke for you. It’s gonna knock your fuckin’ socks off. Wait a minute. You’re probably barefooted right now, aren’t you?” Her breath hitched. “Your feet throb from standin’ all day at work. The floor is hard, and you’re probably in heels for hours… a pretty little thing like you.” A chill ran down her spine. “I can tell you stand a lot… It’s always in the curve of a woman’s back. It slopes different, bends forward as you try to get the pressure off your lower extremities. And then, if you’ve got some cans on ya, and you clearly do, your bra digs into your shoulders and back. It’s a vicious cycle of pain. Isn’t that joke funny? Hmmm, how did Mr. Ferrari know this? Is he psychic, too?” The phoneline was quiet for far too long. “Now, you listen here, sweetheart. Either you’re stupid or incredibly brave because you’re talkin’ to me like I’m some dope off the street. A fuckin’ chump. Nobody talks to me like that. I hope I’ve made myself clear. Do you know who I am?”

“No. Should I?” she lied as she grabbed a bowl to fill with flour, then some seasoning salt from a cabinet.

He laughed. She detested that arrogant sound.

“You’re lying. See, you said no. The right answer, if you didn’t hear anything about me, baby, would’ve been, ‘You’re Mr. Ferrari, or you’re Mrs. Russo’s grandson. Maybe even, you’re Angelo. But, you said no. And you said it fast.”

She closed her eyes and stood still as her hand slipped from the chicken. Her nerves were on the fritz, and that damn chill came over her again. Obviously the nightmare she cast his way wasn’t enough to dissuade him. She was curious as to what reaction he had. The details would’ve certainly delighted her.

“I’m making dinner right now. I’m busy and have to go.”

“That spine of yours, the one that has a bit of a curve from standing all fucking day… Hey, tell me, baby, ever have someone kiss down it real slow?”

“What in the hell does this have to do with a reading, Mr. Ferrari?”

“Absolutely nothing. I’m just gettin’ fresh.” Her lips twitched as they dared to try and form a smile. “I wouldn’t mind bangin’ if you don’t want to do a reading for me. The choice is yours, but both is better.”

“I’m not doin’ readings tonight, tomorrow, next week, next month or next year where it pertains to you, and I don’t give a shit who you are, or who you think you are, or even how you believe I’m supposed to treat someone that I barely know because of some status or reputation that precedes you. And ain’t no freaky deaky going down, either.”

“There’s more than one way to skin a cat, Andrea. How’s your cat doin’, baby? Is it purring, dripping wet between those long legs of yours?” That same damn chill ran down her body yet another time. “If you don’t want to mix business with pleasure, I can dig it, but either way, you’re gonna give me something. I always get what I want, one way or another.”

“If that’s a threat, then you are wasting your time. I won’t bother cursing you. I will call the police.”

At that, he burst out in raucous laughter.

“Call the police? For what? They don’t give uh shit about this! They’ve got muggings to stop, and bribes to take. The pigs are gonna help you? Now that’s a damn good joke. I haven’t broken any law. I asked for a reading and offered a back massage. Yeah… that’s goin’ straight to the Supreme Court. Front page news.”

“I’m done with this conversation. You don’t know me, and I don’t know you, but I know your energy and that’s enough for me. Forget this number, Mr. Ferrari. Don’t contact me again.” And then, she ended the call…
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Angelo sat in the middle of the sagging couch, his television broadcasting a re-run of ‘Welcome Back Kotter.’ It had been one of his favorite shows and he was pissed when he recently found out it had been canceled. Outside, darkness had settled and patches of fragmented light and frenzied motion glinted behind the pane. Cars honked and people talked loud over muted music. Off to his left were two empty beer cans on the coffee table, the third smashed into a disk by his fist, and to his right, a half full carton of Winston’s. As he rubbed on his chin, working a few things out in his head, his beard pressed into his fingertips. At the top of the list: He was due money from Simon Esposito. Ten grand, to be exact.

Earlier that morning at 7:01 A.M., he’d surprised a Mr. Arnold and left him drowned in his tub. No bullets. No noise. No need to wake the kids. He’d been in the shower when Angelo had crept in and submerged the bastard’s face deep into the standing water. Now he was swimming with the fishes. Mr. Arnold had been a high falutin’ fellow who’d rubbed plenty the wrong way. It had all started with a business transaction gone wrong, followed by a fake promise of a big score for a cocaine deal. His days had been numbered for quite some time. Apparently, he couldn’t count.

Maybe I’ll go on a vacation. Somewhere nice. The Rockies. Never been to the mountains before. Then, when I get back, I’ll move over to East 10th Street, Avenue C. Saw a spot over there that looked decent enough. Maybe I’ll leave the Lower East Side altogether. Go to Midtown, or Brooklyn.

He picked up his lighter and began to flick the flame over and over again. His phone rang. He got up and answered.

“What?”

“Hey, Angelo. It’s Rick. Did you still wanna look at a Pontiac? I’ve got one. It’s practically brand new.” Rick was a guy who sold cars in the neighborhood. He was known for making dodgy deals and doing some under the table type shit, too. He found ways to trim the fat off the prices, or find you the exact make and model of a gem you’d been hurting for. If you were a car freak like Angelo, you needed a guy like Rick in your life.

“Is it hot? I don’t want it if it is, Rick. Had enough trouble with that a few years ago with the Mazda RX-7.”

“Nah, not hot at all. Got all the legal papers.”

Angelo stroked his chin, then readjusted his nuts in his underwear.

“I’ll check it out tomorrow. Put me down ’round two.”

“Stellar, man. You’re gonna go bananas over it.”

“Yeah, we’ll see. Catch you on the flipside.” He hung up the phone. The cord swung about until it settled. He stared at it. It didn’t ring again. He didn’t pick it up to make a call. Perhaps that’s what loneliness and self-isolation was? An old, dirty device hanging on a grease-splattered wall with no calls coming in or out. The telephone allowed people to talk to other people, but it offered no depth. It wasn’t balmy like the hot summer days. It bore no heat of genuine human connection. It wasn’t warm like two thighs wrapped around his head, squeezing hard as he drove a woman to ecstasy with his silver tongue, sucking her pussy like a motherfucker should. It was just him. In his self-made prison.

Angelo had created a cell around himself, and he knew it. Brick by brick, iron bar by iron bar, his fortress stood tall. He had to be like that, or he’d get caught up, in prison or dead, like so many others. He minded his own business. But things were getting complicated. The fun was wearing off. The excitement of a fast life was diminishing, and some of the rookie cops wanted to be cowboys and try to stop guys like him from doing their due diligence. Even the money didn’t give him the same rush as of late.

But damn was he brilliant. He was great at what he did, and many of the crime families kept him and a few others like him in rotation. It was important to some of these guys to not associate with the same men to solve their personal and professional issues in their circle. Those guys often had their house phones bugged, or someone they’d pissed off would be watching their every move, ready to rat them out. On the other hand, men like Angelo crawled in the night. They skulked under the radar, using an alias and moving about like chess pieces in the dark. They were hard to keep track of, unless they wanted to be tracked. They weren’t bound to an illustrious family, to oaths of honor, or to a legacy. They were only compelled by their fucking guns, knives, and bank accounts.

Contracting outsiders helped confuse the untainted police, and it kept shit fresh. Yet, these factions and families had to trust you – and trust didn’t come easy. These clients and their relatives had once favored his father. The relationship had been long-standing, so now, they trusted him, too.

He liked being his own man, working his own gigs, setting his own schedule. He worked for anyone who passed his sniff test, and could afford him. He turned down far more jobs than he accepted, for he belonged to no one but himself. Therefore, he called no one boss, and confided in nobody, trusting only his own dreams. He punched no motherfucker’s clock, answered to no one, and had no debts. Guys like him had nothing, not even a fear, and he hadn’t felt true, unadulterated terror since he was a teenager. The mean streets didn’t give a shit about him or his occupation. He’d had to toughen up, become one with them. The streets just wanted to get paid. Money was dirty; it didn’t matter if it came from a big company in the form of a paycheck, or as a balled-up, blood-splattered dollar bill clutched in a pimp’s hand as his bottom bitch lay dying from a date gone bad.

Making money meant exploitation. Period. If you were underpaid, you were exploited. If you were making money off people’s misery, you were the exploiter. America had gotten duped. The founding fathers had pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes after they marched in, stole the land, and claimed it as their own. It was a dog-eat-dog world. The few big rats in charge, the ones making the rules, had convinced everyone else that getting a job would afford them the American dream. Whereas the truth was that they’d established a system one step above slave labor. Yet, only the Africans knew they were slaves, while the White idiots passing out in sweat factories did not. Sometimes they made it seem so fancy, giving pennies on the dollar and calling that shit a career with a corner office. These sheep worked sixty plus hours per week, forgetting what their kids looked like, while all along, Bob the big cheese CEO got to fuck his nineteen-year-old secretary, then ride on his yacht after taking the kiddos to Coney Island for an afternoon of fun.

That was the meaning of capitalism to him. The pimp could be a bank, a job, a drug addiction, or a woman you were so madly in love with, you’d cut off your left nut to keep her. Everyone was either the pimp or the ho. You just had to choose your poison, get in where you fit in.

He looked back at the television. The Sweathogs were at it again. Arnold was being groomed for a date. Making his way back over to the couch, he glanced down at his watch. His jaw tightened as his teeth clamped, anger brewing within him.

Despite his lack of excitement, he wanted his damn money. In a few minutes, the son of a bitch would be considered late. Paying him late was a definite no-no. He pushed the thought aside and leaned back, shoving his arm beneath his head. The aroma of spaghetti drifted into his apartment from a neighbor’s place. Damn, it smelled good. His stomach growled as he licked his lips. He could smell the oregano, the basil, the garlic… He lay there, hungry and pissed, as he thought about what he wanted to get into that night.

He’d heard his associate, Herbie, was having another bash. Herbie was a thick-necked Black guy with unusually small eyes who sold cocaine and tranquilizers, and always had a wild party every few weeks that was out of sight. Angelo figured he could go out and get into that, for it would be a sure good time. Maybe he’d even bring Fred along and a couple other pals. He could get high or drunk at a club, or get into makin’ bacon with some broad in a motel. He could ride around town, maybe pop back into Times Square and have a little fun. Maybe he could go pick up new threads, go hear some live music, or just listen to a bunch of records and dance all by himself. Angelo liked his own company. In fact, he preferred it.

The problem was, he was a bad influence on himself. But how could he run from his own being? He was trapped in his body, with one brain and no soul he could reason with. He yawned.

Moisture welled in his eyes from the sheer boredom of it all. Even his profession was getting a bit routine. A job would roll in, he’d handle it, get his pay. He didn’t want to dilly dally with the people on his hit list, talk to them extensively or drag shit out. He was in and out, without a trace. Unlike some of the other guys who worked in the same field, he didn’t get off on hours of suffering. He liked quick pain. The kind that was so mind-numbing, the person sometimes begged to be shot instead or passed out from the agony. He wasn’t just known to be a damn good gunman, but he had deadly hands that were no stranger to nunchucks, strangling, knife-wielding and brass knuckles. After raking his hands through his hair, he shoved one down the front of his pants.

He looked at the clock on his wall. Three minutes until the fucker was late.

I covet my cash, but I never let it make a fool of me. That was how he stayed under the radar. He never got too attached to anything, or anyone. Made sure he could fight his way out of whatever, and never took no for an answer. One person decided to try him anyway, see if he’d accept her refusal with grace. There isn’t shit graceful about me.

The crystal ball lady, Andrea, had flat out snubbed him. His curiosity about the things she’d said regarding his father had been growing day by day until he had to act, and when he did, he was met with staunch resistance. On top of that, he’d had a nightmare that he was being strangled by a huge snake in the middle of the jungle. It was definitely her handiwork. He had no idea how she did it, but she did. He hated snakes, but he surmised the dream was more metaphoric than anything else. He was impressed. Regardless, this wasn’t over so he wouldn’t sweat it. Every nut could be cracked. What else did she know about Enrico Ferrari? His pops, the man who’d been half responsible for his existence? The guy who’d had taught him everything he knew. His father had been feared to the point that when he’d drive down the street in his white Cadillac, people would scatter and the street would get quiet. Everyone knew Angelo was being groomed to walk in his footsteps. It was just the way it was.

His eldest brother, Matteo, didn’t have the stomach for blood. The second eldest brother, Alfonso, had failed as a marksman – couldn’t even shoot the shit. To add insult to injury, Alfonso had a drinking problem and kept getting in trouble. That left his sisters and him. He’d been his father’s last hope. He turned around and looked at the phone, then turned back away. No ringing. No calls. Then, the door buzzed. He grabbed his gun, checked the chamber to ensure it was fully loaded, got to his feet and checked the clock again. The son of a bitch was right on time…
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CHAPTER FOUR


Pass the Smell Test
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Rule 4: Take the target off guard.

“Of course. Anaïs Anaïs by Cacharel is one of my all-time favorites. A beautiful fragrance. You made a great choice.” She placed the customer’s cologne purchase in the silky white bag with the black ribbon, folded it over just so, and handed it to her. Perfectly manicured hands with fingers painted a sophisticated baby pink gently took hold of the parcel.

“Thank you. Have a good evening,” the tall, stacked blonde stated.

“Come by anytime.” Andrea waved to the woman as she walked away. She sold beautiful things, many of which she couldn’t afford. Sometimes she sprayed far too much of the samples on her wrist or behind the ear when no one was looking. She’d always loved perfume, even as a child. It was like a love potion in a fancy bottle.

A certain fragrance would make men swoon, women smile, and children hold onto nostalgic memories of perfect mommies who smelled like English gardens and elegant mock tea parties with a favorite teddy bear. These patrons came from a world she was not a part of. Her world was full of ashy-faced, snot-nosed cousins crammed in a two-bedroom apartment in Harlem, fighting over the prize in a box of cereal. Bloody knees and swift elbows to the ribs were always the order of the day. Nobody heard their protesting stomachs over the growling in their own brains, fueled by a nitrate called racism, ego, and self-pity. That gave birth to a new world order. At least, inside of her own head.

Loud arguments and boiling anger skulking up splintered walls, festering like black mold. Murky streets, the stench of hardened hearts split open from the pressure of the world came instinctively from the cries of a society steeped in poverty with no way out. Who put that pot of hot water on their table and told them to get in it and stew? They were dark brown and black tea leaves, mistaken for crushed, dried Autumn foliage, blowing in the wind. Something had to give. Where was the cure? Who was drinking them and asking for another cup?

No sugar or honey. Nothing to sweeten the taste of despair. The aching pain was only soothed by the artistic and musical souls who patted the seeping emotional wounds of their fellow man with a damp cloth and said, ‘Take it easy, man… I’ve got something for you.’ It was an elixir.

There were other potions, too. Quaaludes, dirty needles filled with slow death, strange powders fit for a nostril or two. Mix it all with Nuyorican melodies, soulful riffs born of lyrics from a love that was far too gone to rein in. Or hate potions, taken when one detested the shit deep inside of them so badly, it was the only way they knew to turn their back on their right to life.

There were a million and one ways to kill oneself. Her family and friends had discovered them all, and were desperately trying to find a few new ones, too. She knew this even as a child. Children were wise with no words, no articulation for what they’d seen and heard, but danced for a chance at relief. She was no different. She knew, every time she clutched her stiff-haired, chipped-pink-lipped old white Barbie doll which told her in its own plasticky way that she wasn’t good enough, even in her Sunday best. What do you think of that, little girl? Even the second-hand toy rivaled her beauty.

Beauty on the inside, not just the outside. You little Black bitch. You’re ugly through and through… You better take a potion, so you NEVER have to see you, too…

Snapping herself out of these glum thoughts, she sighed with relief when realizing no one else was waiting for her assistance. She’d been busy for two hours straight. Finally, a break. Bending down to grab her purse, she pulled out a pack of mints and unwrapped one, placing it in her mouth. As she sucked on it, she crossed her arms, looking about. Daydreaming.

It’s going to get busy again, soon. The lunchtime crowd will be in. She glanced at her watch, then began tidying up as the tune of England Dan & John Ford Coley’s, ‘Love is the Answer’ played throughout the department store. She grabbed a new box of the small sample cards to place on the counter. When she stood back up, it felt like someone had taken their hand and karate chopped her in the chest.

“Good to see you too, baby.”

There, standing before her, wearing a silk cream and black polka dot shirt with a wide lapel was a person who made her blood freeze mid-flow. She could practically feel her veins padding with ice. His shirt was left mostly unbuttoned, letting dark chest hair and several gleaming gold chains show. His rust bellbottom pants were tight around the crotch, where a huge bulge was clearly visible beneath a chunky belt buckle. His diamond covered watch shone bright as Christmas tinsel as he slowly removed a black wide-brimmed hat from his head, allowing jet black tresses to fall forward, framing his bright blue eyes.

Stroking the sides of his mouth nice and slow with his right thumb and forefinger, he leaned on the glass counter, ankles crossed, and looked around, as if about to impart a precious secret.

“What do you want?” Her voice didn’t sound as strong as she’d wished. Shock filled her. Showing no signs of concern was a struggle to the death.

He sighed, then tapped on the display case with his fingernail. The Devil had come knocking.

“Let me smell this.”

She began to reach for a tester tag to squirt on.

“No. Give me the bottle.”

She opened the sliding cabinet door and crouched down to pluck the bottle of Charlie from the shelf, then handed it to him. He stretched his arm out and sprayed the sweet mist into the air. His nostrils flared, his hand waved about, as if to usher the scent closer, spin it around like invisible dust. After a few seconds, he faced her.

“That’s okay. It’s just all right.” He glanced back down at the various choices, then looked back into her eyes. His handsomeness wasn’t compromised by his evil. A rather unfortunate trick from Mother Nature. “Do you like this perfume?” His brow rose as he held up the bottle.

“It’s not my favorite.”

“Which one is your favorite?” She couldn’t help but glare at him, yet remaining quiet was the only power she had at that moment. Depriving him of her tongue. “Which. One. Is. Your. Favorite?”

She could feel her temperature rise as she relocated to the other side of the perfume display area, and grabbed another bottle. Making her way to him once more, she looked about, hoping a potential customer would arrive and crush this situation by ratting off a barrage of queries and forcing him to vacate. This man, for now the second time, had set off no alarms within her to warn her of his arrival. How could this be? Her usual sense of danger had failed her. Twice. When she handed him the bottle, he quickly grasped her hand before she could pull away.

“Let go of me,” she said between gritted teeth.

With a haunting smile, he allowed her hand to slip away, but not before christening it with a kiss. When his soft lips rested against her trembling hand, her entire body jolted. From head to toe, she was a temple of pure electricity, a powerful current flowed through her from his mere touch. She saw flashes of light, then darkness, and her head spun. Was it his light she saw? Was it his darkness she was now knee deep in? Her gut clenched with angel dust snorting butterflies, knotted anxiety tangled into a ball to be fed upon. The butterflies did a mean, drunken and high dance within her core. She felt high, too, with a sense of elation. Then devastation. His mere aura twisted her around and around.

She rested against the counter for support, feeling light-headed, just as she’d had when he’d called while she was making dinner several evenings prior. Bracing herself, she tried with all of her might to pretend everything was fine. She had to. It was rare to meet someone like Angelo. There were horrendous souls all over New York and the entire world for that matter, but this man was a different breed. He was the lowest of the low, a king in depraved places, the most despicable of his kind. A bottle of poison with a pretty gold label. One hint of fear, and he had you. You became prey, and he’d hunt and hurt you over and over again, until he grew bored of you.

He took the perfume bottle, and repeated the same routine. Stretching his long arm out, he sprayed it away from himself, then inhaled the air.

“Christian Dior.” He obviously knew his perfumes. He hadn’t even read the label. “Very nice. Do you own a bottle?”

She crossed her arms. “No.”

“But you like it?”

“Yes.”

“Then why don’t you own a bottle?”

“It’s expensive.”

“Yeah… but maybe you don’t have any place to wear it. Maybe no one worth your attention has asked you out and taken you to some swanky restaurant on 5th Avenue, or treated ya to Henry’s Steakhouse on 6th Avenue for lunch. It’s obvious to me, nobody worth your time has let you have a shopping spree… buy anything your damn heart desires. I think you’d look choice in a Winter white fox stole.”

She blinked a few times as she mulled a response, then smiled wearily at a customer in the gap perusing a few purses. Reluctantly turning back in his direction, she was surprised to see he wasn’t glaring at her. Instead, he was looking back down at the counter, as if he were still shopping. Interested in anything other than her.

“I don’t need to have a man, or a date of any sort, as an excuse to smell nice. I’m enough.” He stood straight to his full height of about six foot five or six, as if the wickedness within him had awakened from a slumber and was ready to party. His full pink lips curled at her remarks, and his eyes darkened. He casually drew out his leather wallet and began to pull out large sums of money, one crisp fifty-dollar bill after the other, and laying them on the counter.

“I’m going to buy you this perfume. I’m going to come over tonight and get a reading, too.”

A dark aura surrounded him. Death in his heart…

“I don’t want the perfume.” The heat of anger spread through her chest, rising quickly to her face. “I don’t want you coming to my apartment, either, and I’m not reading for you.” He picked up the box that the bottle had been in, checked the price, then placed another fifty-dollar bill down.

“I didn’t ask you what you wanted. I’m telling you what I’m getting.” He grabbed his hat, placed it on his head, and adjusted it just so. “I can be out of your hair, blazin’ the streets, if you cool it. Now, be smart, baby. Come out from behind there.” He motioned for her to step towards him.

She glared at him, hating every cell in his body, every strand of black hair on his head, every diamond and brimstone glint in his eye. Her limbs stiffened. She turned to concrete, refusing to budge. “Don’t make me repeat myself.” He spoke with a smile, which made it all the worse. This maniac is a predator. This man has no reason to not be everything I was told he is, just to spare me. How did I get in this mess? She stepped out from behind the counter and he slid his arm around her waist, bringing her flush against him.

She forced herself to not react, and briefly closed her eyes. His scent intoxicated her. His natural aroma, aftershave, and cologne blended together, creating a poison – a horridly beautiful love spell. He smelled like the best day of her life, filled with the warmth of the pleasing sun and the cool, watchful eye of the moon. When she regarded him again, she swallowed her own soul – anything to protect it from this swine. The blackness in his eyes was the razor sharp hurt of unanswered prayers. His eyes bared the wistfulness, hazard, and anguish of his very being. An angry sea raged inside him, and no one could stop the surge. He only invited those who could not swim. Then, he laughed when they drowned. Warm breath curled against her ear as he leaned in close, and began to speak…

“Let me make something crystal fuckin’ clear, lady.” She could feel his dick pressed against her… hard and long. His words and cock threatened her, and he was acting just like a good demon should. He tightened his grip on her, fingers pressing into the small of her back, securing to her to his unbreakable, inflexible form. Borderline painful. She had to use all of her strength to not to pretend she didn’t like it… to imagine she didn’t feel her panties beginning to marinate with the first drops of arousal. Her reaction confused her; how could she be turned on by such a person? He was everything she avoided, everything she deemed crooked and cruel.

“I don’t want any problems,” she managed. Perhaps a softer approach would work.

“And I don’t intend to give you any if you play nice. You’ll get a generous tip for a reading tonight. I’ll pay you well, then I’ll go away. As an extra bonus, you get the perfume, too.” He picked up the bottle from the counter with his free hand and waved it before placing it back down, as if it were some carrot on a stick. “That’s the perfume you’ll spray on your neck when you’re alone with no fella, since according to you, you don’t need one, right?” He tossed her a toothy grin. “You believe your potions, candles, and all that goofy shit you’ve got at home can replace what you feel right now? Are you fucking kidding me?

“Nothin’ can replace this, baby. Not now, not ever. Come on… let loose.” He stared into her eyes, his pupils dilated, as if a flashlight were shining right upon them.

He’s crazy. He’s out of his mind. The eyes always told the truth. The dark curtain of his long lashes did nothing to soften the blow of his beauty and wickedness.

“I can feel your heart beating. It’s so fast, like a jet engine taking off over and over. I can smell the heat, fear, and desire comin’ off your body like steam. Nothin’ can replace a hard muscle against your womanly curves. So, go on. Enjoy the perfume. You’ll lie in bed, feeling sexy because you smell so damn good with your favorite scented concoction rubbed all over your skin. I want you to do what you do behind closed doors when you get home after a long day on your feet: Slip your finger in that tight, wet hair pie of yours, and fuck yourself.”

She writhed in his grasp, trying to break their embrace. It was impossible. He kept her secure with only one arm. What pain could he inflict with the other? He felt like bricks and stone. Muscle and calcified bone. He was nothing but strength in the flesh. It was impossible to be that hard to the touch, and yet, that was him.

She settled down, counting the seconds, praying for release.

“Stop it. I’m at work. Don’t talk to me like this.” She knew she sounded pitiful, but she had to try.

He yanked her chin up, forcing her to look directly into his eyes.

“I don’t give a shit if you’re in St. Peter’s Basilica in the middle of a prayer. I’ll say what I want. Next time you play with that snug slit between your fuckin’ thighs, Andrea, and selfishly keep all that fine trim to yourself, I want you to think of me. And when you cum, just know this: It’s me setting you free.”

He released her and pushed her away. Hard. The look in his eyes brimmed with the hatred of a thousand behemoths, as if she were the worst person in the world to ever cross his path. How ironic. His eyes were on fire with black and light blue flames. His inner depth was tattooed with nothing but scorn.

She ran her hand along her collar bone, resisting the urge to curse. To scream. He hadn’t done anything she could explain in words to any person. How could this make any sense? His threats were veiled like widows at funerals, his words guarded, teetering the line of a promise to destroy. He wouldn’t do anything, would he? She was in public. Her supervisor was mere feet away.

…Sure he would. His reputation spoke for itself.

“I’ll see you tonight, and I suggest you be there. Oh, and chill out. I’m a lady killer, but I don’t kill ladies. Catch ya on the flipside…”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Let’s Get Down to Business
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Step 5: Never mix business with pleasure.

While he listened to Michael Jackson’s, ‘I Can’t Help It,’ Andrea studied him, her gaze fixed on his. She must dread him. Most did. He slipped off his black jacket and set it across the arm of her couch before making his way to her table, one hand in his pocket. He sat in the same spot his grandmother had been weeks prior.

The window was half way open. Someone was blasting ‘How Long Has This Been Going On,’ by Ace. People walked about outside. A guy with a ball started spinning around. He was tall with a perfect afro. Angelo sniffed the air. It smelled like rain was on the way. He loved the rain, especially the peculiar scent of wet asphalt.

The woman had her back turned to him as she looked inside a box. He wondered if she had a weapon stashed in there. If so, he’d come prepared.

She never said a word. Pouting perhaps, or maybe trying to figure out if she could shoot him dead before he had a chance to blink. His eyes wandered down to her ass. Just then, she turned around and faced him, still flitting through the box. She sported a pair of tight denim jeans and a hunter green shirt with little white flowers, and ruffles about the collar and sleeves. Her thick black curls were pulled away from her face with a yellow handkerchief. Beautiful.

She lit a couple of black candles, stealing peeks at him from the corner of her eye.

“What are the candles for?”

“To banish evil and protect me from negativity.”

“Hmm.” He stroked his chin. “Maybe you should’ve lit them before I arrived.” She didn’t seem to enjoy his sense of humor, which made it all the funnier in his eyes.

“Don’t try anything. I have a knife,” she warned as she darted about.

All he could do was laugh.

“That’s fuckin’ delightful. A pebble threatening a mountain. Aren’t you gonna offer me anything to drink?”

“I’m all out of spit.”

He sneered, then chuckled, shaking his head. He steepled his hands as he observed her doing her witchy little chores. Collecting the tricks of her trade.

“Your smart mouth is startin’ to make me smile. At least when you hurl insults, it’s funny. I’m gettin’ a kick out of it.” She placed some sort of bronze rod on the table. As she retreated again, he called out to her. “Bend down and let me smell your neck.” He motioned for her to come closer, while she sucked her teeth as if a piece of gristle were wedged between them.

“No. You don’t get to continue the bullshit you pulled at my job.” He licked his lower lip, amused by her so. “You’re on my turf now, and I will—”

“Your turf, huh?” He looked around, then back at her. “You own the building?”

“I will stab, scream, fight and bite! That’s a promise,” she continued, ignoring his jab, her hands fisted at her sides. “You took advantage of the fact that any negative attention drawn to me at that moment could get me fired.”

“Well, a man must do what a man must do, foxy lady, and if you got fired, I would support you until you got another job, because that’s just the type of motherfucker I am. And let me tell you somethin’, Andrea.” He pointed at her, wanting to drive his point home. “Fuck your job. They don’t pay you enough, but we can get back to that later. It’s not about you being at work; it’s about me coming to you with a proposition. You would’ve never let me into your home without that encounter.” She pursed her lips. “I tried calling you, and you decided that wasn’t going to happen, either, so don’t fault a wolf for trying to find another way to get that deer runnin’ loose.”

“I’m not a deer.”

“Look, Bambi, if I don’t believe that I can climb the mountain, be the mountain, move the mountain, and inspire the pebble to believe she can take me on with just one wink and a well-timed hello, then I’m not a man at all.” He tossed her a wink. “I’ve got you so comfortable right now that you think your little daggers can penetrate me. That’s intentional. You’re mouthing off to a specialized cutthroat. I’m an expert, ya dig? And I have not lifted ONE. FUCKING. FINGER. TO. YOU.” He pounded his finger onto the table. “You can make fun and joke with me. In fact, I encourage it. I want you to feel comfortable because you’re right, this is your turf, your home. I need for you to feel okay around me because I want something from you. I need you to feel all right, in spite of who I am.”

“You speak like a pimp. There are a few in my family and I know how this goes, the manipulation.”

“You can call it what you want. I don’t come from a family of pimps. That’s not our sauce. I come from a family of robbers, cold-blooded murderers, psychopaths, drunks, proud immigrants, hard-workin’ squares, and criminally minded bastards you wouldn’t want to walk past in the light of day with fifty cops surroundin’ ya, let alone on a Saturday night… so don’t stand there and tell me what you think I’m doing, saying, or mean. The words I speak are legit. I’m solid as a rock.”

They looked at one another, and though she was a bit difficult to read, she seemed completely taken aback by his words.

“The point is, Mr. Ferrari, you knew I couldn’t react the way I would’ve liked to because I was at my job. I could not respond the way you deserved. You told me you would get your reading, then be out of my hair. That’s exactly what you said. I expect you to keep your word, especially since you claim to be solid.” She sauntered off, then quickly returned with two dark feathers.

“I did say that.” He nodded. “Did you bring the perfume home like I told you?” She didn’t answer. As she started to walk back away from him, he grabbed her wrist. She winced and seethed as he brought it to his nose. He inhaled … “Mmmm… you smell mighty fine. You brought your present home. Good for you.”

“Did I really have a choice?” She yanked herself away and marched back into her kitchen, turning on the faucet. The spigot screamed then juddered, and a burst of water crashed through, filling the basin.

“There’s always a choice, Andrea. You just chose the best option.”

“Yeah, the best option according to you, and that means nothin’. Every dollar in your pocket is soaked in blood. I didn’t want you to buy me the perfume, I don’t want you to buy me anything. I said it then; I’m saying it now. I want no part of it.”

“Every dollar you earn from workin’ that plantation field of yours as you stand on linoleum floors in B. Altman and Company, helping rich, frumpy broads find something to make their husband wanna fuck them again is blood money, too.”

She glared at him, then huffed, as if what he said were the ramblings of a madman.

“You don’t believe me? Who the hell do you think is makin’ all that perfume, Andrea? Some perfume wizard? It’s not just chemists. That’s only the first step. Who is standin’ in the hot warehouses boxing that shit up, huh? Wrappin’ it just so? You think those laborers are making big bucks punchin’ that clock? They get paid pennies on the dollar, even less after Uncle Sam gets his big, fat juicy cut. The people at the top get the majority of the profit while everyone else, who does all the work, gets scraps. It’s modern-day slave labor.”

She started to straighten up her place, readjusting the placement of things here and there. She did everything but the reading.

“You’re the final step, the last face seen after the delivery man has pulled up with that truck and stocked your shelves. They stick a pretty girl behind a glass counter, and now, she’s fallen for the ruses, believing she’s better than everyone else.” He didn’t miss how she slowed her pace and turned slightly away, avoiding eye contact. He was getting to her. His words were doing something ugly, worming their way inside, and he liked it. She’d never admit it. He didn’t need her to acknowledge that what he said was true. The truth hurt, and he was the king of pain.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She picked up a piece of paper and tossed it in the trash.

“What makes you think because you’re standing under chandeliers next to the mannequins, you’ve somehow evolved? You’re around glass bottles filled with sweet nectar that you help sell, but can’t touch. You can’t afford to buy your own. It’s like picking cotton.”

She turned towards him, cradling a palm full of crystals in her hand. He imagined she wanted to fling them at him. Cast away his demons. It wouldn’t work; he rather enjoyed their company.

“Don’t go there. Don’t you even talk that jive to me! You don’t know jack squat. You’re a hood!”

“You can call me whatever you want. I’m still right.”

“In your dreams.”

“You’ve got your bag, I’ve got mine. Pick your fuckin’ poison. You’re no better off,” he sneered. “Only difference between you and me is I know what I am, and why I do what I do. You’re a rat on a hamster wheel pretending to be a righteous princess, because you’ve been lied to. I know you’re not a jerk-off. You know I’m not stupid about this mullah.”

“Always consider the source.”

“Oh, you’ve considered me all right… Heart beatin’ like that when I held you. I know a woman’s body like my own fucking name. I know when I’m wanted. Desired. You were creamin’ like an eclair.” She glowered at him some more, her hand was on her hip. He felt a little sorry for her, but only a little. “But what do I know, right?” He snickered. “I’m just a man who used to be a boy, eating gold wrapper covered chocolates from a Lower East Side hood. I called him Pop. He called me, ‘Il mio ragazzo d’oro,’ meaning golden boy.” At that moment, she seemed sad. Sullen. “Don’t cry, baby. At least while you’re working to make other people rich, you smell good…”

She rolled her eyes and walked off again.

He tossed his head back, smiled big and wide, then casually looked towards the window. Flickering lights atop tall black and dark green poles dotted the night landscape. Tunes with heavy treble made the entire avenue throb. The smell of grilled meats permeated the air and the odor of strong marijuana blended with it, along with the sounds of Fleetwood Mac’s, ‘Dreams.’ The whole scene put him at ease.

“You said I had a choice, that everyone has a choice,” she said as she rummaged through a closet. “Not accepting that perfume from you was my choice, but you made it impossible for me to exercise my choice.” She returned, setting a cup and the crystals on the table, then retreated to a room in the back. He couldn’t see her, but presumed it was her bedroom.

“It was a gift. You deserved that perfume. So, I gave it to you.” He propped his feet on the table. Your employers don’t treat you right, but I would, if you’d let me…

She came back, and he was about to pull the plug on her stalling. It was clear how she ping-ponged back and forth, she was avoiding the inevitable. She didn’t want to sit across from him. She didn’t want to share his air. Oddly enough, they already had. When he was at her perfume counter, holding her, when she’d exhale, he’d inhale. This went on and on, seamlessly, as if they’d been sharing the same set of lungs.

They were quiet for a while, neither speaking, yet, they kept their eyes trained on one another. She rinsed off a plate, then dried her hands before approaching him once again. Maybe this time she’d stay and do what she needed to do. Or just maybe, she wanted him there after all and was dragging this shit out.

“I’ve had some time to think about this and now I understand.”

“And what did you come up with?” He moved his feet off the table.

“On the bus ride home, I weighed my options. To not be here when you arrive, that was the first choice. The problem with that would’ve been that then this wouldn’t be resolved and I’d be runnin’ from my own home. The second option was, come home but call the police as soon as I get here – make up some shit to get them to come out. The problem with that is they may not show regardless, or you might have come and gone by then. The third option: Accept that I’m partly to blame for this and do what’s needed for you to leave me alone.”

“You think you’re partly to blame for me being here? How so?” He imagined what the answer was, but still wanted to see if he was correct.

“I opened this door by tellin’ you what your father said during your grandmother’s appointment. Unsurprisingly, you’d be curious after that, despite how defensive you became, your accusations, and saying I was only interested in dough.” He waved his hand lazily about, then leaned back in the seat. She finally sat in her chair and lit another candle, then spread out a purple satin cloth. “Let’s get started.” She shuffled what looked like an ordinary deck of cards.

“Are we about to play some Gin rummy?” A smile flashed across her face then disappeared as quickly as it had arrived. “Are you a witch? That’s a religion, right?”

She looked up at him as she kept shuffling the cards.

“No. Then yes. For some, it’s a religion. It’s called Wicca, but no, I’m not a witch. I don’t practice witchcraft but some pagan beliefs I think have value.”

He turned around and noticed one of the walls had a star painted on it. To his left were shelves laden with bottles, hard bound books, astrological sculptures, vibrant crystals and assorted candles. The Jackson’s, ‘Show You the Way to Go’ was now drifting through the airwaves as she looked down at the cards, her hands mere blurs as she shuffled.

“That star looks like some witch shit to me. You’re a fuckin’ witch.” He turned half way out of his chair, pointed to it, then lit a cigarette.

“I have a lot of religious and spiritual belief systems represented in my shrine. I believe they all hold pieces of the truth. Not one of them has all the answers. Like puzzle pieces scattered all around. You’ll find over there several Christian Bibles.” She paused her shuffling and pointed. “A Qur’an and Hadith, Tanakh, The Five books of Moses, The Seven Valleys and plenty of Buddhist prayers, the Tipitaka, too, and accounts about the Vedas.” She went on for a bit, and he had no fucking idea what the hell she was talking about once she got past the Hadith. “Your grandmother mentioned you are from LES. Do you still live there?”

She picked up a stick of incense and lit it.

“Yeah. I was born on C Street. My great grandparents came over as immigrants with the Italian wave back then, and never left. I’ve lived in other areas of Manhattan, too, even Queens for a couple of years, Brooklyn for like six months, but I keep returning to that hell hole. It’s not fit for a dead dog, but it was my home and I’ll always give it credit for toughening me up.”

“Why do you stay? It’s obvious you can afford to live somewhere else.” She eyed his clothing, no doubt also recalling when he’d pulled his wallet out, too, and exposed thousands of dollars. He was peacocking, he had no issues admitting it. He saw a girl, and he wanted her.

“My grandmother. If I’m too far away, I can’t look after her as well. She won’t move away from there because her mind is getting fuzzy, and that’s all she’s known. She said she’d feel scared living somewhere else. When she walks out her door now, she knows what’s up the street. What’s across the way and what’s three blocks North, East, West and South. She doesn’t want that disrupted. The family is all scattered, ya dig? They’re all over the state now; some even left New York altogether. Only a few of us are left here in LES, so I took it on as my responsibility to look after my nonna. I’ll always try to stay somewhere in Manhattan because of her.”

She nodded in understanding, then began to place the cards out, all of them face down. One by one. She looked so mystical. Beautiful. Her skin was flawless, and the smoke from the incense flowed in wispy swirls past her face as if needing to draw close to her before it died.

“Is my father here again?” He felt a little silly even asking, but it was the first thing that had come to mind.

She slowly lifted her gaze, then shook her head.

“No, I don’t sense him right now.” She looked back down, and began to turn the cards over. Her chest puffed, then released. Hard, choppy breaths. A veil of sweat beaded along her hairline and sprinkled about her nose. “Why do you do these things?”

“What exactly are you talkin’ about?” He took a draw from his cigarette and blew out smoke from the corner of his mouth.

“Your… profession.” She ran her fingers up and down her neck, all along her throat as if she were parched.

“It’s a job.”

She stared at him as if he’d spoken the words in reverse.

“It’s just a job,” he repeated with a shrug. “I don’t think like you, or people like you. People make their beds. I just show ’em where to lie down.”

“How many have you put to bed?”

“I don’t discuss my work.”

“Don’t you have a conscience?”

“I don’t discuss my work.”

He tapped ashes into his hand, got to his feet, then dumped them in a trashcan in her kitchen, after which he washed his hands at her sink. On his way out, he spotted a thin aluminum ashtray and grabbed it. When he returned and sat down, she looked as if she’d seen a ghost.

She placed her hands over the cards, closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths.

“Mr. Ferrari. You’re hurting people. You need to make a plan and find another line of work. Your luck will run out.”

“I don’t discuss my work.” He blew out smoke rings and chuckled. “Let’s get going. Come on. Read me. I’m not afraid. Bring that shit,” he taunted her, waving his hand about, rushing her along.

“You were harmed as a child.”

“You get all of that from a seven of spades?”

“It’s the order of the cards and the questions I telepathically ask. So yes, I get it from a seven of spades. You wouldn’t understand.” He smiled, enjoying how she’d turned it around and used his words against him. “You saw something as a boy that you shouldn’t have. I don’t know specifically what it was, but it changed you.”

He cocked his head to the side.

“Yeah. I saw a lotta shit I shouldn’t have seen as a boy, all right? Go on.”

“You were treated special in your family, by your father, because you were special. Smart, very slick. Charming when you wanted to be.” She picked up one of the feathers, waved it over a candle, then set it down. Picking up another set of cards, she shuffled them slow, then fast to the radio tune of Todd Rundgren’s, ‘Hello It’s Me.’ “There’s a lot of crying. A young person crying…” She began to shake, tossed the cards down, then held herself. Head hung low. He puffed on his cigarette, not sure what to make of it all.

“I have a couple specific questions. The first one is, ‘When am I going to die, Andrea?’”

She slowly looked up at him. Her eyes glossy. Something about it hurt him. Seeing her like that. As if she’d been through something so bad, all she could do was scream with her eyes.

“Why would you want to know that?”

“I just do. I’m not scared to die. I know where I’m going. To Hell.”

“Put your hands on the table.”

He took another toke of his cigarette, placed it down in the ashtray, then did as she asked.

“Palms up.” He turned them over. With her soft, warm finger, she began to trace the lines on his hands. She paused at a few cuts, then continued. He loved her touch on him, yet, she appeared unnerved.

“You have a long life line, Mr. Ferrari.”

He traced his lower lip with the tip of his tongue, took a smoke, resting the cigarette on the makeshift ashtray, then returned his palm to the table.

“Are you just pullin’ my leg?”

“No. It’s true. I see you living a very long time. You’re a survivor. Nine lives.”

“You tried to tell me to stop a bit earlier, mentioning my luck would run out.” Her face flushed. “Which is it?”

“Luck running out doesn’t always mean death.”

He didn’t know whether to be hopeful or not. There was something comforting in the thought of dying young. He’d already made it to thirty-two. Certainly he had to be nearing the end? To remove that as an option changed the narrative. If he held firm to the belief that she was a fake, none of this would matter.

“How old are ya?” he asked her before exhaling.

“I’m twenty-nine.”

“I’m thirty-two.”

She began tracing her finger on the other palm, too. Once again, a worried expression washed over her face.

“What is it?”

She tilted her chin upwards.

“There’s an issue with your mother. This is the matriarch. The Queen of Diamonds.” She tapped the card. “You’re right here, the knight of spades. You’re above her – that means tension. There is no king, denoting your father is gone, but I see your siblings. Four of them.” Shit. She was right. “This isn’t just tension, Mr. Ferrari. There’s a lot of sixes and fives. Three right here, four there. They’re all stacked beneath your mother, who is under you. That’s hatred. Why do you hate your mother so much?”

He slipped his hand away from her grasp.

“I take it that like your business dealings, you don’t discuss her, either?” She sighed, then sipped from her small glass of water. She ran her hand along her forehead.

He placed his hands back on the table.

Tracing his palm once again, she pressed into the rough skin here and there, as if giving a little massage.

“I’ve got it now,” he blurted, now that the mystery was solved. “It’s been buggin’ me all day! You look a little like Diahann Carroll, ya know that? Anyone ever tell ya that?”

“I’ve heard it a few times. It’s the eyes.” He nodded in agreement. “We’ve got the same eyes and facial bone structure. My mother looked even more like her than me. They were practically dead ringers. Back to your reading. You were meant to have money, Mr. Ferrari,” she continued. “You actually attract it. It shows here that anything you do, you can profit from. You have a mind for business and drawing income. It comes easy for you, if you want it to. This line here says so, but it also says, easy come, easy go.”

“Your mother… Do you hate her like I hate mine?” he questioned.

This time, she pulled away from him.

“Mr. Ferrari, you’re so cold… so… empty. If someone tried to fill you, you’d dump out all of that love and curse them for trying to make you better.”

“But I feel just fine.” He chortled. “I just asked a simple question.”

“She’s dead. So is my father. I was raised by my mother’s brother, my Uncle Ronald, and his wife, Aunt Bev, with all seven of their children. My cousins. The last thing they needed was another mouth to feed, but someone had to take me in. So no, Mr. Ferrari, I don’t hate my mother. Do you have any more specific questions so we can finish this and you can be on your way?” She pushed slightly away from the table, as if exhausted. Wanting it all to just end. Perhaps she’d seen too much, or not enough of what she desired. Maybe it was simply confirmed that he was exactly what he presented to her. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Yeah, I’ve got one more question.”

She began to shuffle the cards again.

“What is it?”

“Will a beautiful, stone fox named Andrea Ellison let me take her out on the town? On a nice date?”

“I don’t need the cards to answer that.” She kept shuffling, her head slightly bent. “The answer is no.”

“All right, next question. You’re scared of someone. And I’m not talking about me. Who is it?”

She paused, and her eyes grew big.

“What are you talking about?”

“See, Andrea, in my line of work, we sniff out fear. Men like me pay attention to everything, ’cause if we don’t, well, we’ll end up dead. So, you move around like you’re paranoid – but it’s a different type of paranoia. The kind that existed before I came on the scene.”

“I’m not understanding you.”

“It’s seasoned. It comes to you too naturally, like you’ve done it a while now, had a long time to practice. Let me give you just a few reasons why I know this to be fact.” He pointed towards the window. “You’ve looked out this window several times. Nothin’ has changed out there in that street. Same people. Same cars. You look out there as if you’re waiting for someone. Dreading someone. I’m already here, so it can’t be me. When you walk, you turn fast to change up your pace, as if you’ve had to rehearse how to outrun someone.

“Your hearing is acute. Like mine. Every time I’d move even one muscle, you’d turn around and look at me. Even when you were across the apartment. You’ve got two knives on ya right now, I saw one with my own eyes, but the other is in your sock, causing you to walk a bit differently. One knife is enough, but you’ve doubled up.” He looked around her place, then faced her again. “I suspect there are more knives lyin’ about. For some reason you don’t have a gun, at least not on you, but maybe ya don’t know how to shoot.”

He tossed up his hands. “Either way, the final clue was that I saw some letters in your trashcan when I went into your kitchen a bit ago.” She hung her head. “Bad handwriting. They were torn up. I didn’t read ’em, that’s none of my business, but with all of that, I’d say someone is causing you a bit of stress from what I could see, and baby, it’s not Mr. Ferrari.” He tapped some ashes into the tray. She faced him once again, this time, her expression stern and her shoulders high.

“Do you have any more questions about your life, Mr. Ferrari? Otherwise, the session is over.”

“I’ve got plenty of questions, but sadly, you don’t want to give me the answers.”

He got to his feet, walked over to the couch and slid on his jacket. She stood up as well, and walked with him to the front door. He handed her an envelope filled with cash.

“The reading is twenty dollars. There’s too much in here. I don’t even have to open this up to be sure. I can feel how heavy it is.” She tried to hand it back, but he took it from her, leaned in close, and jammed the parcel in her jeans pocket.

“Don’t ever give me my gifts back. It’s disrespectful.”

She quickly undid those three locks and opened the door wide open for him, her face flushed. Frustrated. Afraid.

A part of him hated to leave her like that, but he knew she’d not have it any other way.

He stepped out into the hall.

“Here’s the answer to your earlier question, honey.” He cocked his head to the side, lit a fresh cigarette, and drew on it. “I hate my mother because if it wasn’t for her, my father wouldn’t have been killed. He was shot because he confronted the man she was screwin’ around with, and the guy had company. A bunch of fellas were waitin’ on him, ready to ambush. Someone tipped him off. She denies it to this day, but everyone knows what went down. My mother was a fuckin’ slut, Andrea. A moofy pie. A drunken, sloppy, filthy, lying ass whore.” He placed his cigarette to his mouth. Smoke eddied past her, entering her apartment like his spirit leaving his body – traveling somewhere safe. “I haven’t spoken to her in years, and plan to keep it that way. I’m many things, Andrea, but one thing I’m not is a rat. A cheat. An idiot. A backstabber.”

“I never said you were.” She stood at her door, speaking in soft, soothing whispers.

“Yeah, well.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “I know you don’t understand me, or my mentality, but one thing I am is a man of my word. So, on that note, I’ll leave you in peace instead of pieces. I’m not some ragin’ animal out here.” He smirked. “You see me as some monster. I know that. I can’t change that. But I dig you. You’re my type.” He couldn’t help but look her up and down as his dick got hard. “I’ve made that clear. But that shit has to be a two-way street. You’re physically attracted to me, I felt it at the perfume counter, but the buck stops there. I will never grovel or beg for a bacon sandwich, a tit to suck, or a woman’s time, even from a pretty as a daisy, sweet smellin’, black diamonds for eyes witch in Harlem…”

In her eyes, he saw all the good shit he could never be. He so wanted a bit of that. Yearned. Craved for it.

“Oh, God!” she gasped.

He grabbed her and crushed her lips in a kiss, pressing her against the door. The heat of their mouths sent him somewhere he’d never been, but wherever it was, he loved it. Their bodies melded together as he pressed his groin into her core, pumping his erection against her zone in slow, even lunges. Their tongues glided against one another and then she stopped resisting, soon kissing him back with the same fervor. Hands wrapped around his neck, she drew him in. He reached around and squeezed her soft ass, then let go just as fast as he’d snatched her up into his arms. Running his hand over his face, his heart bursting, he took a few steps away from her… before it was too late. Before he ruined her. Something was wrong. Something was also quite right. This thing they had surpassed lust, and he sure as hell didn’t comprehend it.

She stood there, red in the face, touching her mouth. Her big dark brown eyes were wild, her expression one of confusion and horror.

“I’m ready to split. Thank you for the reading, Andrea. Buona notte.”

…And then, he walked down the three flights of steps, into the night…
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CHAPTER SIX


Blood, Sweat and Tears
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Rule 6: Prepare for the Worst, Hope for the Best.

Deep inhale…

Back arched, eyes wide open…

Sticky all over. Slick sweat clinging to every pore. Body heat – level ten inferno. She rose from her bed and glared at the ceiling, then shot her attention towards her alarm clock. 3:07 A.M.

This was the third night in a row. Cold sweats. Bizarre dreams. A strange sense of self. Everything felt awkward, as if she no longer fit in her own skin. It was as if she’d gone on some adventure, leaving her body behind as her soul hit the town, then returned with a hangover.

Andrea fell back against the sheets and closed her eyes, gulping a lungful of air as anxiety soared within her. Something was off. Out of sorts. She crossed her arm over her bare stomach, breathing hard. Opening her eyes, she noted the light and shadows casting strange shapes along her form. Wearing only a pair of sheer white panties, she found it impossible that the window unit could be on full blast as it was, yet she’d awakened to feeling as if she’d run through the trenches of hell in five layers of clothing beneath a fireman’s wardrobe gear.

I can’t take much more of this. Her sleeping patterns were so affected that she’d fall asleep on the bus on the way to work now, something she never did, and fight slumber periodically throughout the day. Her energy was completely zapped and she hoped and prayed this would be the final time she’d endure the restless sleep cycle. Running her hand along her forehead, she took another deep breath, trying to compose herself. She had to be honest: Things hadn’t been right since she’d done the reading for Mr. Ferrari.

From that day, he’d haunted her. His scent, mixed in with cigarette smoke, hung in the air for three days before it was completely gone. It wasn’t unpleasant in the least – in fact, she’d describe it as hedonistic, alluring, addictive, and she mourned it when it was gone for good. Nevertheless, he’d kept his word and didn’t contact her again. There were no pop-up visits at the perfume counter, unwelcome phone calls at her home, or requests to talk to his father from beyond the grave as a ruse to get another reading.

She leaned over the nightstand and turned on the lamp. Pulling out the top drawer, she removed the envelope he’d provided her, still full of money minus a ten dollar bill she’d used for a few groceries. She fingered through the crisp cash, counting exactly $340.00. Memories of just a couple of years prior when she was struggling in a different apartment with a roommate who was strung out on uppers and downers entered her thoughts.

What a horrible time…

1977 had been one of the worst years of her life. She’d wanted to live alone, but some crazed murdering lunatic known as the ‘Son of Sam’ was running amuck in the city, murdering women and a few couples sitting in their cars. The consensus was that he wasn’t interested in targeting Black people, but her Aunt Bev, who’d relocated to Brooklyn from Harlem many years prior, had begged her to stay with her roommate anyway, despite her desires to ditch the Burn Out. Abbey, a girl she’d met while attending community college for a year, had been stealing from her every now and again and not paying her half of the rent consistently. After the serial killer, identified as Richard David Falco, had been found and apprehended, she’d felt a bit safer to finally get away from her jelly-brained roommate, and start over. She’d picked up a part time gig at a bakery for a few months that she’d hated, then found another decent apartment in Harlem. Her goal had been to start a side hustle after she got her own spot. That was the plan.

Putting a little money aside, as much as she could spare, she’d purchased books, pendulums, prayer tomes and special candles from the New Age shop in the East Village – things that had struck her fancy. Her short-lived interest had waned from Tibetan religious practices, and drifted more towards spirituality in general, but no matter which direction she coasted towards, she couldn’t outrun nor deny her gifts. She smiled as she thought about one of the few people who hadn’t mocked her. Her Aunt Bev whom she’d lived with after her parents died.

Aunt Bev had always been kind, even when overwhelmed with her uncle’s drug habit, as well as all of the children crammed in that apartment like sardines. Why am I thinking about this stuff? She shook her head, snatched her scarf off her head, and tossed it towards the foot of the bed.

Running her fingers through her freed curls, she yawned, hoping and praying she’d fall asleep again soon. Then, the horrid reality struck. Please… no… Peeling the sheets back, she looked at her panties. On a swallow, she pushed them down her legs, past her ankles and off her feet, holding them in the palm of her hand. But how?! They were soaked. Not with sweat, but her essence. Saturated as if they’d been dunked in a bucket of water. She sat there trying her best to remember the details of her dreams. For the longest, it seemed to be a losing battle. Then, boom.

Flashes of her dreams all night assaulted her. She gasped. Bringing her hand to her mouth, she didn’t know whether to scream or laugh.

That’s what woke me up. An earth shattering orgasm. Images of Angelo on top of her pumping away, working his willy deep inside of her all night long had been the cause of her undoing. It had felt so real! A wave of shame washed over her. Not due to the orgasm or the state of her underwear, but because of who had been the cause. He was the architect of her fantasies…

It had been years since she’d had an erotic dream and now she’d had three in a row, each more intense and perverted than the last. The first one involved mere kissing. The second, heavy petting. Now… they’d gotten to third base. After lying there, trying to wish the shit away, she realized it was no use. He kills people for a living. Fact. He’s charismatic. Fact. Does he enjoy what he does? I don’t know; I don’t get that impression. Jury is still out. We have crazy chemistry. A love-hate thing going on. The hate is from me. Purely. Can we go back to the fact that he kills people for a living? I have two cousins who have committed murder, too. One is in prison, the other on parole. It’s not like I don’t know anyone who’s turned a man into Swiss cheese. Am I rationalizing this? I think I am. Jesus…

She fell back flat on the bed and shook her head. When I think about it, I’ve been around killers my entire life. They just didn’t receive a damn salary for it. Maybe in some sick, twisted way, Angelo’s situation makes more sense. It’s not senseless or based on uncontrollable emotion. He told me it was a job. Oddly enough, he has the respect of the people out here. I watched everyone gawking as he left with his grandmother, and of course, I was warned about his status and character, or lack thereof. He moves around a lot. Always running from his own shadow. He no doubt has a lot of enemies. I imagine he takes numerous precautions to stay safe. Maybe it’s not so much respect but fear people feel when they see him coming. Like a Boogie Man. Those are two different things. I would never admit it to him, though I’m sure he knows, I fear him and yet, I feel safe with him at the same time. It’s a strange situation. A strange feeling.

She hooked her curls behind her ears and rose from her bed. Making her way to the living room, she picked up an empty wine glass she’d drunk from the previous night from the coffee table, as well as her ashtray full of embers, and placed them in the sink. She cracked the small window above her sink, letting in some fresh air. The night was still. Dark and fairly quiet. But soon, the neighborhood would rise and the noise of traffic, fights, and the commotion of a big city would fill the void.

She washed the rest of the dishes, cleaned up her countertops with Pine Sol, and went to her orange-tiled restroom to sit on the pot. She sat there for a bit, hunched over, daydreaming. After cleaning herself up, she returned to the living room and grabbed a large red-bound book from her top bookshelf. She sat on her couch, crossing her legs, finally cooled off and feeling like herself again.

She thumbed through the book and found a chapter on soulmates. It was time to find out just what the hell or heaven may be going on…
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…Several days later

“Girl, he could dance.” Tamala chuckled. “I wish I would have gotten his number. Maybe we’ll run into those guys again soon. I’m ready to boogie.”

“Right on! We have to head back to GG’s, Tamala. Let’s go this Saturday.” Starletta grabbed her straw and slurped up the last dregs of cola.

Andrea sat with her co-workers on their lunch break in the Meatpacking District. They did what they did best: talking shop, relationships, complaining about Mr. Glass—one of the grubby security guards who had a problem keeping his degenerate flirtations to himself—and places to score some good weed. She’d known these ladies, now friends, for many years. Tamala she’d even known as a child, but they hadn’t gotten close until they were adults and found themselves working at the same store.

“Let’s ditch that idea and go somewhere else.” Winona’s wrinkled nose and snarled lips said it all. “I don’t want to go to GG’s this weekend.”

“Why not? They have the best drinks.” Andrea added before pushing her plate away. She’d devoured her flame-broiled burger and most of her fries, leaving only the pickle spear.

“Actually, Maxwell’s Plums has the best drinks; the atmosphere is just blah. The reason I’m not runnin’ back to GG’s is because most of the guys aren’t looking for us.” Winona flipped her strawberry blond hair over one shoulder and sighed. “The good lookin’ ones are gay. Their makeup and hairstyles are better than ours, too. How can I compete with that?” Starletta and Jessie, both sitting across from them, chuckled. Andrea definitely agreed about the makeup. “Come on. You know GG’s is mostly fruit. My brother is gay, so you know that isn’t my issue, but I have plans.” She winked.

“Plans?” Andrea questioned, urging the woman on. She had an inkling what Winona was driving at, but she still wanted to give her a bit more gas for entertainment’s sake.

“Yeah. GG’s offers good music, great drinks, fun times, but I got my IUD removed after all of those lawsuits, and I’m back on the pill. I’m trying to get some pipe. They’d rather sword fight.” The whole table erupted in laughter. Andrea smiled and shook her head, then glanced out the window of Florent, one of her favorite places to eat. She studied the cobblestone streets, and the people walking to and fro as her friends went back to discussing Mr. Glass and the mustard stain on his pants last week: Was it actually mustard? Ewww. It felt nice being out with her colleagues who worked in various positions and floors at the department store. The four of them sought to go out at least once a week together, and it was a welcomed excursion.

As their meal wrapped up and they prepared to catch a cab back to work, the waitress approached with a red envelope.

“Is there someone here by the name of Andrea Ellison?”

“Yeah, that’s me.” Andrea offered a little wave. Her stomach knotted as she looked at the envelope the woman was holding, the feeling welling within her so uncomfortable, she felt slightly ill. Her friends poked fun at her as the waitress handed her the packet and stated a man who had vacated the premises wished for her to have it. She mustered a grin and pried it open. Inside it were dried out black rose petals and red smears. Possibly blood. She quickly closed it, blinking back angry tears as her heart galloped in her chest.

“What’s wrong, Andrea?” a couple of them asked at the same time.

“It’s nothing.” She shook her head. “Just feeling a little tired. I’m going to use the restroom and then we can go.” Her friends looked rightfully confused as she abruptly stood from her seat and raced away, bursting past the kitchen and through the restroom doors. She threw the envelope away in the trashcan, gripped the sides of the sink, and then splashed her face with cold water.

These threatening letters make no sense! The black roses at my apartment… Now he’s following me! I’ve called the police, but they say they can’t do anything. As soon as I think it’s over and I can rest again, he strikes! Something has to give. Who in the hell would want to do this to me? Maybe it’s not a man… I bet it is though.

She’d thought about ex-boyfriends, and none of them seemed the type, even the few relationships she’d had that ended on bad terms. She hadn’t been messing with anyone’s husband – at least not to her knowledge. Her last relationship had ended about five months prior. There was no bad blood; he’d just decided to return to school after being laid off, and had moved to Washington D.C. She had a couple of neighbors she didn’t get along with… but black roses from them? Nah… They argued only because she refused to babysit their children. Hardly worth a death threat.

Black roses mean death…

She patted her skin dry, cleared her throat, then forced herself to look calm before she exited the bathroom. Come on now. Pull yourself together. No tears. Let me track that server down and try to get to the bottom of this. She marched between a galley of tables, then spotted the woman a few feet away laughing with another waitress as she poured water from a pitcher into a glass.

“Excuse me,” She tapped the waitress on the shoulder who’d given her the envelope. “Can you by chance tell me what the guy who dropped off the red envelope looked like?”

“Oh, it was a courier.” She shrugged. “A bicycle delivery guy. Short. Dark hair.”

Her heart dropped. Once again, hope was lost.

“Come on, Andrea! We’re going to be late!” Winona called out.

“Thank you anyway,” she said to the waitress before dashing away to the front of the restaurant to join her friends. They made their way to the corner and she waved down a cab on their behalf. Moments later they all piled in the yellow taxi. She sat in the front, struggling with her sadness. Saddled up close with her anger. The helplessness of it all. It was like being terrorized by a ghost.

“Andrea, did you hear me?”

“Oh, what did you say?”

“Are you all right? You seemed awfully upset.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. It wasn’t anything important.” She didn’t dare look into their eyes. They’d undoubtedly see the truth if she risked turning to face them. She struggled with herself, trying to figure out her next move.

“Andrea? Girl, you’ve been zoned out. We’re talking to you,” Jessie chastised.

“Oh, sorry. What is it?”

“Let’s go to Studio 54 this weekend. You’ve got the rest of the week to get your outfit together. Last time, Penny got us left out in the cold because she refused to not wear that damn fury romper!”

They all burst out laughing. Penny was another of their friends from work who was out sick for the day. Getting into Studio 54 was like trying to convince a snail that bathing in salt was safe. If you didn’t look right, you could forget it. She reflected on the fact that a certain someone had slipped her some extra cash. Perhaps she’d use a bit of that to buy a new dress. Yeah… that sounded just fine. She smiled as she caught her reflection in the cab window. Now she had something to look forward to. Soon, they arrived back at work and vowed to call one another when they got home. It was customary; they all lived in different locations and crazy things happened to people all the time, especially once the sun had set.

The rest of her work day was fairly uneventful, but fifteen minutes before she was scheduled to clock out, she wandered over to the women’s apparel section. As she went through the racks, she practically salivated at the sight of a baby pink romper with a rhinestone choker collar, a gray and silver fur floor-length vest, and a velvet midnight blue gown with the back exposed and amazing slits up both sides. She couldn’t decide right then which to get, but she definitely had options. As she made her way towards the shoes, she stopped dead in her tracks. A man with a similar black hat as Angelo wore was checking out a display of romantic greeting cards. The two guys looked nothing alike, but that damn hat was almost identical.

She made a beeline towards the women’s shoe section and went crazy over a pair of taupe platforms. Yeah, a pair. Like Soulmates… I have told so many people that soulmates are what they make of themselves. I’m still not even sure soulmates exist. I just hate the way Angelo keeps popping up in my head! In the morning, he is on my mind. At work, he enters my thoughts. At night… never mind.

She placed the shoes back down, then selected a pair of clear heels. Boy were they pretty. She checked the price tag and wheezed. Far more expensive than she’d expected.

“Hey there, you work downstairs, right?” A tall lady with bouncy brunette hair asked. She’d seen her a time or two before.

“Yeah, in perfume.”

The woman put her hand on her hip. “I thought I recognized you. Aren’t you a doll? So pretty. A real looker,” she complimented, trying to get her damn commission even off one of her own.

“Thank you.”

“Those are to die for.” She pointed to the clear heels dangling in her hand. “We’ve sold three pairs today alone. That’s the last size eight. We’ve got a couple sixes in the back, and a few sevens, too. Do you want to try them on?”

“Oh, no thanks.” Andrea shook her head. “I appreciate the offer though. I was just window shopping.”

“Okay, well, if you change your mind or there’s something specific you’re looking for, let me know. Ya know we get a ten percent discount.”

“Yes, and thank you.” She went to look at a pair of red heels, but didn’t like them nearly as much.

Studio 54… I have to look the part. She really enjoyed Midtown for the club scene. On the weekends, it was a real joy. She didn’t go there as often as she’d like, but when she did, she and her friends always had a ball. She made her way back over to the ladies apparel and decided upon the midnight blue gown. It was pricey but well worth it, and just her luck, it was on sale. I can wear my other heels with this. Maybe I can jazz up those old shoes with some feathers or something. I’ll get creative with it. After purchasing the gown, she clocked out and waited for the bus.

As she rode home, some man sitting across from her kept laughing to himself, to the point of tears. He clutched an empty plastic sack to his chest, holding it tight as if it were a precious baby. Another weirdo sat towards the front of the bus, scratching and digging in his ass while he complained about someone named Mickey using up all of his Preparation-H ointment. He went into great detail about his swollen, itchy hemorrhoid then groaned every time they hit a bump. She refused to give him direct eye contact as he seemed hungry for an audience. She couldn’t get off that bus soon enough.

Soon, her stop arrived, and on her way home she saw a magazine in the window of a bodega displaying different artillery. She stepped a bit closer to check out the publication about guns. The pros and cons of each were described, as well as how to obtain a license to get one and the various state restrictions. One of her cousins had told her eons ago it was nearly impossible to get one legally, and she’d heard similar stories from a couple of friends.

Such discussions had begun when the Son of Sam was terrorizing New York City, but those talks hadn’t stopped even after his capture, for crime was still soaring, including countless robberies, assaults, and violent rapes. Most of her loved ones already had guns, and she knew damn well they didn’t have a license. If it became too much of a hassle, she’d go that route.

The police won’t help me, so I’ll have to help myself. Black dead rose petals aren’t a threat to them. I can’t prove anyone has broken into my apartment. The letters are seemingly ramblings with no real danger to them – just strange sentences strung together with no rhyme or reason. The police had told her all of this. In other words, ‘You’re a poor Black woman. Call us when you’re dead.’

I’ll get my own protection. Something better than my knives. As far as she was concerned, they’d left her no choice.

Five minutes later, she was coming out of the store with the magazine in hand, along with a banana and a Schweppes ginger ale. She walked a block home, went up the three flights of stairs, triple locked her door behind her, then kicked off her shoes.

After calling Winona and taking a long shower, she put on some music. ‘Baby Come Back,’ by Player, spun on her record player. A couple of hours later, she ate a frozen Salisbury steak dinner, drank her ginger ale, and chomped down her banana slathered with peanut butter for dessert. She fell asleep in front of the television, then dragged herself to her bedroom a few hours later. It didn’t take long for her to go back to sleep in the comfort of her own bed.

No… NO!

Exhale…

Inhale…

Back arched…

Legs shaking…

She glanced at the clock. It was 3:07 A.M. She leaned over and turned on the lamp.

A warm, wet spot soaked through the sheets between her thighs.

“Shit!” She tossed her pillow across the room, fed up. Drawing her knees up and resting her forehead on them, she hugged herself and stayed that way for a long time.

Okay, another hallucination. Another erotic dream. I can’t keep doing this. Once again, it seemed so real. She sniffed the air, certain she could smell his cologne. That was impossible. She hadn’t seen him in weeks. In this particular dream, Angelo kissed her all over her body, teasing her, taking his sweet time. He’d opened her legs wide and ate her pussy so good that the memory of it alone almost sent her into another orgasm. Her heart raced. The pain in her chest spread like wildfire, only subsiding after she’d taken several deep breaths. She plopped back down and clutched the sheet, staring up at the ceiling.

I don’t understand what’s going on, but this has to stop. Then it dawned on her. Maybe this was more than just her dirty mind at work. Maybe it wouldn’t go away. Maybe she needed to do something about it. But what?

I meant what I said about not wanting to date him, but this strange attraction we have toward one another won’t turn me loose. I have never seen Angelo a day in my life before he and his grandmother arrived. I am not going to try to contact him, either. I doubt that’ll help. In fact, seeking him out could make it worse. Besides, I don’t have his number even if I wanted to. But if I see him again, then I’ll take that as a sign. The only other option is sleeping pills. That’s definitely a last resort.

Satisfied with her plans, knowing damn well she’d never run into the likes of him and would more than likely end up in some doctor’s office getting a prescription, she washed up; changed her sheets then got back into the bed. She pulled her fresh covers tight around her and turned off the light. This time, she didn’t go hump in the night…
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Dance to a Different Tune
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Rule 7: If you want it, go get it.

The sun shone a bit brighter in the apartment on W 61st Street. The corner of 4th and D, sometimes referred to as, Loisada. It didn’t afford Angelo the same views and favor. He ran his hand along a long white windowsill in the empty living room, collecting dust with his fingertips, then rubbed it off with a few good claps. Angelo was pleased to still reside in Manhattan, his digs upgraded, yet remaining close enough to his nonna to ensure she was well looked out for.

He lit a cigarette and tossed his lighter on the top of a cardboard box, then paced back and forth. He stilled after a while, positioned in the middle of the space, and surveyed his surroundings. The apartment was vacant with the exception of moving boxes, wardrobe hangers, and plastic bags. He contemplated what he wished to do with all that space. He’d been told his father used to do the same. Walked back and forth, thinking. Planning.

Angelo coveted his quiet times. Times of stillness. Time during which to cultivate critical thinking. He always told his business associates and clients, when at times things got heated between them, ‘If you’re talkin’ that way, you can’t hear me. If you’re walkin’ away, you aren’t near me.’ He began to march again, getting a feel for his trappings. He resisted the sense of being caged, of needing more room to stretch his long limbs and unravel his big dreams and schemes. He just needed a place to unwind and be comfortable. Every step echoed, and now that he was on a top floor of a building, he received the benefit of higher ceilings and a grander view.

He made his way over to his new living room window, one of four large ones, and leaned against the Sukumala ochre yellow wall-papered partition and peered out. There were plentiful people, tall buildings, and a few shops, too. I’ll unpack my clothes, then go to the furniture store tomorrow morning and pick out my new living room set. The bedroom, too. He’d had his eye on a few pieces already, and figured he could get them delivered the next day if he used his time right. He’d gotten rid of much of his old stuff, with the exception of a couple of lamps, his albums, and odds and ends, as he often did when starting fresh.

It was like establishing an entirely new identity – one of many aspects that set him apart from men in his similar field of work. He never stayed still, and he re-invented himself like clockwork. He had no loyalty to anyone, except for himself, though he never ratted anyone out, either. He was always a different persona when ‘working.’ He walked different, spoke different – he was playing a role. That was what separated the men from the boys. He didn’t dilly dally, and he always did his research before taking care of business. He’d turned down jobs that didn’t feel right, no matter how high the price tag. He was leery of new clients with no one to vouch for them. Familiarity with the area, the people, and the habits of the police was mandatory.

He changed his wardrobe often, too, some pieces tossed out, destroyed, or given to the Salvation Army. He did what was necessary to obscure himself when working. Gloves. Hats. Sunglasses. Faux accent when speaking was occasionally necessary. He was fluent in Italian and knew enough Spanish to skirt by. And he was protected by secret factions in the NYPD. Many were involved with receiving payoffs from several crime families to stay the fuck out of their way. That favor extended to him, too. The detectives that couldn’t be paid off and thought themselves the moral code constabularies had already questioned him over the course of several years, mostly about cases he had nothing to do with.

They were nitwits, grasping at broken straws, going by hearsay and rumor. No one knew the real him, only what he presented, and he presented well. One thing however did cause him a bit of concern as of late. There was this new, more advanced testing that he’d heard about, physical evidence analysis. Material evidence, as they called it, where law enforcement could conclusively link people to crimes by their fingerprints or maybe their shoe imprint left in soft mud. He thought that was pretty interesting. More so, he was duly impressed, so he stayed one step ahead. The cleaning rituals he’d copied from his father had more than likely saved him from such a fate of some of his comrades.

For years, he stuck by the rules. Never deviating. There were many procedures he implemented, but sometimes, the unexpected occurred. If something happened that was unforeseen, he was able to improvise. Not that there hadn’t been any close calls, but it was second nature to him to always be in survival mode, and stay cool under pressure. It was in his blood. Besides, he wasn’t doing this shit for enjoyment, sick fun and giggles. He saw nothing entertaining about it. There was no glory or fame. Only currency and fortune.

He turned around and noted the boxes he’d brought from his old place. And the pacing began once more. He stopped at one of the windows again, spotting the big yellow van. He’d driven the moving vehicle himself and brought up his shit with the help of Fred, his brother Matteo who was in town for a few weeks, and his cousins, Giovanni and Luciano. When he touched the glass, the pane felt cool. Temperatures had started to drop in the city as the fall weather trickled in, bumping the humid summer in the ass to get out of its way. Leaves were beginning to turn gold and cinnamon. Before long, there would be snow on the ground.

He made his way over to his new bedroom, opened the closet door, and checked out the space. Not too shabby. Putting his cigarette in an ashtray on top of a box, he stepped out, found his radio in another box, and plugged it into the wall outlet in the bedroom.

The sound of the Bee Gees’ ‘Love You Inside Out’ came through. He dragged several more boxes into the bedroom, ready to get back to work. Unpacking his safe which contained his most expensive watches and favorite jewelry, as well as cash, he put the heavy thing in the back of the closet. The rest of his money he had in various bank accounts across the city, a few in his grandmother’s name. He pulled out a bunch of hangers from a bag and started to hang up his shirts. He slowed down a bit as he listened to the lyrics of the song, wanting to pay close attention this time around. For some reason, he felt compelled to do so.

He’d been listening to love songs quite a bit lately. They weren’t his thing, but maybe there was a message in them he needed to hear. Something deep within him was disturbing his peace, and he resented it. He had to admit a hard truth. He’d been thinking about Andrea. Taking a drag of his cigarette, then another, smolder swirled from between his lips. He placed it back down in the ashtray. As he picked up a white silk button down shirt to hang with the cleaners’ tag still on it, mental images of himself in his old bed surrounded by white silk sheets, pleasuring himself, flooded his mind.

One morning, he’d spent a good deal of time jacking off to the thought of that wicked witch while Steely Dan’s, ‘Let’s Do it Again’ blasted through his speakers. Then, it happened more times. He’d even spoke out her name as he came in harsh waves, flooding his comforter with copious creamy spurts.

He went back and forth between the boxes, wardrobe protectors and closet… going through the motions. He’d wanted to make it with Andrea, but truly, he also wished to get to know her better. It went beyond the physical, but like he’d told her himself, wasn’t shit he could do about it if she didn’t feel the same way, too. He wasn’t interested in forcing something that didn’t want to budge, and he definitely didn’t steal pussy. He broke hearts. Anyone he desired wouldn’t have to be forced to do a damn thing. And that was just the bottom line.

He placed his shoes on the closet floor. He lined up all thirteen pairs which included Western boots, Vans, a few pairs of shiny leather dress shoes, Adidas sneakers, and some platforms. He wasn’t too keen on the platforms, but they did make a couple of his outfits pop. The ladies seemed to dig them as they added another two to three inches to his already generous height of 6’4 and a half. Most of the women he went after, he got. No questions asked.

But Andrea apparently wasn’t impressed by that, either. It was no sweat. He didn’t believe himself a pretty boy. In fact, with his long nose, flared nostrils, and deep widow’s peak, friends had teased him saying he looked like fucking Dracula with a goatee; Frank Langella to be exact, from the movie that had just come out that summer. Regardless, he had a certain look women went for. Andrea, however, hadn’t been captivated by his money or presence. She wasn’t impressed by much at all it seemed, and she didn’t accept him for who he was. There was no way it could work between them. She’d made that quite clear. He hated losing, though. He hated that no matter what he did, he couldn’t sway her, change her mind. He’d refused to grovel, but he’d laid it all on the line and she’d still refused him.

When he’d left her apartment after the reading, he’d been mad as hell. He’d seen something pretty, high up on a shelf, that he so desperately wanted. But nothing could make the beautiful thing mine… It was strange to him in a way. He didn’t see himself so different from any other hustler or businessman out in the world.

Maybe she saw deeper inside of him than she’d let on? He had to admit most of the shit she’d said in the reading was accurate. Regardless, she’d only scratched the surface. It was spooky, yet he was fascinated by her, too. Maybe Nonna actually found a real one this time… Legit. There was no maybe. She had. It was now evident to him. Some people really could tell the fucking future, and see the past, too.

She was a strange, beautiful woman who denied she was a witch, someone who could see things others couldn’t. But he knew better, no matter how much she refuted it.

He didn’t care if she acknowledged it or not, but the woman was definitely into some heavy shit. His nonna had spoken of such people most of his childhood and though the majority of the family would ignore these rantings and ramblings, he’d listened. Now, his nonna was obsessed with the notion, but he imagined grief had spurred her more recent obsessions with such people. Andrea had a good dose of goodness in her heart, street smarts, and a sexy way about her that just came naturally. She had that sass he secretly enjoyed, too.

She wasn’t a pushover, but still lady-like. She had the face of a beauty queen and the body type he went for: a brick house, curvy like a fucking back road. Nice headlights, thick dark hair, small waist, big thighs, long legs and a round, juicy ass. And her voice was like warm honey. Though he’d fuck anyone he found attractive, regardless of their complexion and race, he had a thing for the sistas, too. He liked their style. He never discussed it with anyone; there was no need to. He liked what he liked, and it was what it was.

He walked over to the bedroom window and cracked it open. Looking out, he could see the hustle and bustle of people on their grind. The smell of the city was a mixture of slow death and fast life, sprinkled with shimmery beads of hope, crumpled delusions, and periodic rays of light.

He worked beneath all of that light, in the cool darkness, in the murk and sludge, sliding around in the icy, wet slop. He destroyed optimism with a crushing blow of his fist, a punch from his brass knuckles, and a shot from his .357 Magnum or Colt .38 special revolver: the Cobra. He turned possibilities into a promise of an unhappily ever after. He was the dark side of human nature, a necessary evil. A wicked man with vile magic flowing through his body like venom. He was one of the top dogs in his tier. Politicians hired him. Doctors. Various important members of high-profile crime families, too. Even the occasional middle-aged rich housewife who’d had enough of her husband’s shit and wanted him gone, and the insurance money in her account, too. He didn’t struggle much with this reality.

He accepted himself for who and what he was, even if a few others didn’t. He was born into this way of life. Society didn’t make him, so it couldn’t tell him what to do and how to live his life. It couldn’t break him. Killing, for Angelo, was as natural as eating, sleeping, and fucking. It had its downside, however.

It cost him his freedom in some ways. He couldn’t move the way everyone else moved. He couldn’t have what everyone else had. Love? There was no room for that. No open areas to walk around and big windows to look out of. There was simply no space; at least, he used to believe so. Not because he didn’t want it. In fact, he did. Very much so. But why muddy up the waters like that?

Now, he had to ask himself a new question: How long am I supposed to live this way? A revolving door of nothingness. An endless slew of women offering their wet pussies, big mouths and tight asses to him on a continuous basis was a repetitive page ripped right out of the book of his life. He’d fucked so many women, he’d stopped counting years ago. They all began to blur and he couldn’t tell them apart in his brain. Their names gelled together, along with flailing arms, screams of delight, and wide-open legs. A million wet pink tongues sliding against his stiff cock, sucking on his hairy sack. Womanly, airy voices all around, blending into one heap of feminine bullshit. He’d never dreamed, even a few years ago, that he’d feel this. Bored of it all. What had started out as pleasurable and exciting had turned into a routine drag.

He paused, pressed his head up against his forearm as he leaned against the wall. Carly Simon’s ‘You Belong to Me’ was playing now. These damn love songs just keep on comin’. He wouldn’t say it out loud, but the feeling was in his heart. He wanted more out of life. He wanted a woman to completely belong to him, just like the song said. He wanted someone by his side, so they could depend on each other. He had no one but himself. He was his own bodyguard, encourager, lawyer, father, friend and enforcer. He was the one everyone looked to when they needed some muscle and advice on how to get out of a tight jam. He was bravery in the flesh; perhaps at times, foolishly so. Having little fear had consequences, too. Nevertheless, he had questions. Where was his protection? Where was the allegiance he deserved? No one gave him what he put out, and he didn’t expect them to because nobody in the fucking world was quite like him. He and his father were a dying breed. After I’m gone, there will be no others.

People like him, when they said they were going to do something, they did it. By any means necessary. He didn’t even cry when he was born according to his mother. It took quite a while to get that first tear out of him – it was as if he’d come into the world without a beating heart. But he did have one. It was definitely there. He swallowed and rested his hand against his chest. He needed a softer touch in his life… a woman’s touch. Someone he could spend the rest of his life with. A warm, beautiful lady to come home to. That would be copasetic. A lady who would love him for him. She didn’t need to be involved in his business affairs. In fact, he’d insist she not be, but she would receive all of him, and in turn, she’d be his peace. He knew exactly what he desired, and he knew how to get it, too, but he couldn’t find a woman to fit the bill. He was choosy, according to Fred, but he knew what the hell he brought to the table. In fact, he was the table. Anyone he brought into his life would have to play for keeps. When he thought he had found a potential prospect, twice in his life to be exact, he discovered he was dead wrong. Andrea, with all her witchy ways that kept troubling him, didn’t want shit to do with him.

Now, he was tired of thinking about it. What was the point? Making his way to his kitchen, he was pleased to see he had a bit more cabinet space. He’d only brought a box of preserved foods and canned goods, pantry items, and a few beers. I’ll go to the grocery store tomorrow. He placed canisters of peaches, soups and a ream of crackers in one of the cabinets, then the alcohol in the refrigerator to chill. After finishing his chores of mopping the floors, dusting and cleaning the windows, he bagged up the trash he no longer needed, then made his way to the bathroom to take a hot shower. It was going to be a long night. He had to pay a man who’d killed his ex-wife a visit. Apparently, this had been the wrong lady to knock off. The guy had a slick attorney and got off scot-free. That didn’t sit too well with the family. Her brother wasn’t anyone to toy with, and he let it be known. Said brother, however, couldn’t get his hands dirty. He already had a lengthy prison history. Besides, why would he chance it himself instead of hiring a professional? That was why he’d landed in prison so many times in the first place. He didn’t know what the fuck he was doing, and he’d finally, seen the light. If you have the dough, Angelo had the time.

Rinsing off, he stepped out of the shower, wiped away the condescension from the mirror and winked at himself.

It was showtime.

He planned to pick up some Chinese carry-out on his way back home. Pork Lo Mein was his favorite. Don’t forget the fortune cookies…
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…The weekend

Police sirens and flashing lights rent the air and lit up the night as Andrea and her friends stood in the insanely long line to enter Studio 54. Music pooled out of the place, enticing them, giving a taste of what was to come. They inched closer, then closer still. In the far distance she could see the front doors opening and closing every now and again. Every time they opened, she strained her neck to get a glance. She could see bits and pieces of a magical, out-of-sight scene, but it was mostly morphing shapes and sparkly colors. She presumed those shapes and colors were happy and high people dancing and laughing their cares away, the place a refuge for the jaded, a clan of misfits packing the place from wall to wall.

Alicia Bridges’, ‘I Love The Nightlife’, could be heard now, teasing and tempting her with the catchy lyrics and rhythm. Winona began to dance, clapping her hands and snapping her fingers right there in the line. They all joined in, the whole crew of them looking fine as wine. She’d managed to pretty up her plain gold heels with an old pair of gold clip-on earrings, making them look brand new and sparkly. She’d borrowed a gold clutch purse from Tamala and succeeded to find her fake diamond necklace with matching earrings that commonly passed for authentic. She and her friends were all dressed differently: one of them in punk attire with spiky hair and leather collars, another a bit hippie with pizzazz, but boy did they look the part. After a few more minutes they were close enough that her heart blasted in her chest with anticipation. She and Jessie crossed their fingers, praying they weren’t turned away.

One of the studs at the door looked her up and down, then when they drew closer, he did it again. She took it as a good sign. It was finally their turn to enter, and the big guy gave her a third glance. He practically snatched the twenty dollar bill out of her hand, then shoved her inside with a vigorous push. No words said. The cool breeze hit her face as he made the other ladies turn around to examine them. All except Jessie were admitted. Shit. They screamed and cursed, pleading her case as she stood there dejected in her jade green satin jumpsuit.

“It’s the shoes. The fuckin’ shoes are a no-go!” he yelled. Without missing a beat, Jessie tore the damn things off her feet and held the clunky drab heels in her hand, exposing sparkling anklets and gleaming toe rings. He looked down at her toes, which were painted blood red, then back into her eyes. “Nice feet. All right. Go in.”

They cheered as she rolled her eyes and gave a deep exhale, clearly relieved. Linking their arms together, they burst through the crowd. Jessie clandestinely slipped her heels back on and they got to work trying to find a good spot. It wasn’t even five minutes before a skinny man, bare-chested and covered in glitter with amazing long, platinum-feathered blond hair, approached them offering little white pills in the palm of his gold-dusted hand.

Winona took one, perhaps Tamala too, she wasn’t certain, but she declined. They reached an area of the dancefloor as Rick James entered the establishment. A swarm of patrons immediately surrounded him. There were plenty of celebrities at the club, she had no doubt. They found a spot to dance, and boogied down. The shimmering disco ball, spinning lights, electric mood and heart-thumping music soothed their inner savage beasts. Her gown caught the light just right and for a split second, she thought about her benefactor: Angelo.

Mr. Ferrari had indeed been the reason she could afford it. She twirled and twirled, then noticed a man across the room. He was tall, rich chocolate, and had a killer smile. Holding a cigarette in one hand, he eyed her in that telling way, then made his move.

“Awww, shit!” Winona teased as the tall, dark, and handsome stranger approached in a white and green velvet sport coat, matching pants, and two-toned shoes.

“Hey, pretty mama.” He took her hand and spun her around real slow. “Well, ain’t you lookin’ fine tuhnight?!”

“You ain’t too shabby yourself!”

“I was just scopin’ out the place and saw this fine babe over here, so I had to make my move. Wanna shake ya groove thang wit’ me?”

Instead of answering, she let her body do the talking. Diana Ross’ ‘Love Hangover’ erupted through the speakers like gangbusters. The two danced to the music, boogeying against one another and having a blast. Her feet moved across the floor in a frenzy, then he spun her around and around, making her world spin, vivid and full of bright crystals and reflective rainbows. When the song was over, he caught her in his arms. She looked into a pair of bloodshot dark brown eyes that she would bet were gorgeous when he was sober and not stoned. Yet he was still good looking, high and all. He took her hand and began to lead her towards the back. She slowed, knowing exactly what was going on over there. Fucking. And a lot of it.

“Oh, hold up. I’m not gettin’ down like that tonight. We’re not havin’ no cup of tea back there.”

He turned to her, his brows bunched and a scowl on his face.

“Come on now, little mama! Don’t be a drag! All uptight. I promise to make you feel good.” He grinned real wide, then snatched her once again, this time bringing her close enough to press his sloppy mouth against her lips. She shook loose and shoved him back, then waved her finger in his face.

“I told you no, mothafucka. Don’t you understand English? I came to party hardy. I’m hip to the groove. You’re spaced-out. Your horny ass needs a cold shower ’cause you ain’t gettin’ none of this trim! If I wanted to wait two hours in a line to fuck, I would’ve held up a sign sayin’ I was here to get laid. That would’ve shortened it to an hour!”

He burst out laughing, then nodded, seemingly getting a hold of himself.

“All right.” He raised his big hands in surrender. “I can dig it. You’re just so sexy! You can’t blame me.” He chuckled.

“I am. You got that right,” she jested as she stepped away from him, settling down after blowing her top. “I’m not one to stop no party. Do your thing. Take it easy.” He blew her a kiss and made his way to another woman.

She danced away from him, snapping her finger and spinning all by herself. Song after song played and she finally spotted her friends, two of them dancing together, the other two hugged up with men to ‘Best of My Love,’ by The Emotions. She drew closer to the ladies, determined to dance until she passed out. It felt so good to let loose. Her friends laughed as they pointed in her direction, encouraging her as she tore up the dance floor. She figured they were still worried about her after their luncheon date earlier in the week. But she wouldn’t let that shit ruin her night. She had a new dress, bouncy curls, glossy lips, and had finagled her shoes to look like something out of Saks 5th Avenue. Couldn’t nobody stop her.

A few songs later, barely able to breathe, they all congregated once again. She had fun with her girls and people-watched for a few moments.

“Who is that? Is he a singer or somethin’?” Jessie asked, pointing through the swarm of bodies.

At first, Andrea couldn’t see who she was speaking of, figuring it was some celebrity whose name may have slipped her girlfriend’s mind, or the weed she was smoking was too strong, making her memory fuzzy. And then, a lump caught in her throat. Everything spun like a record then stopped mid-rotation.

There, with an entourage as thick as a bear’s pubic hair, was Mr. fucking Ferrari in the flesh. He sported a black silk jacket draped over his shoulder and an unbuttoned blood red silk shirt which displayed a chest adorned with shiny gold chains and a mop of silky ebony chest hair. Black bell-bottoms hugged the man in all the right places, advertising his package no doubt. That damn wide-brimmed black hat now had a matching red strip around it, possibly made of silk, and it was topped off with a long white feather. On his feet were black platform shoes, making him tower over practically everyone in the damn room. His dark facial hair was trimmed to perfection.

The man leaned close to someone, a smirk on his face as he talked his talk, spoke his speech, and lit a cigarette. Waves of smoke churned out the side of his crooked mouth—reminding her of a dragon from the underworld—and he was just as cool as he pleased…
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Bought and Paid For
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Rule 8: There’s no such thing as coincidences. Watch the signs.

The moment she spotted him, girls swarmed him like bees in need of honey and Angelo was the last fucking flower on Earth. Andrea’s heart was beating the shit out of her. From the inside out, it thumped and jumped like trout on sand. Starbuck’s ‘Moonlight Feels Right’ was playing, bringing a new wave and urgency to sway and groove. Languid bodies began to bump together, air-fucking, twisting and turning against one another like vines blowing in the wind. Her friends were talking, but she had no idea what they were saying. She felt as if she were caught in a vortex. Spinning lights glowed against his skin in white, green, and red. He slowly approached, unaware of her presence. Women threw themselves at him, demanding to be seen and heard, while men slapped hands with the fool as if they were all old friends, desperate to be acknowledged. It was like he was some star. Mr. Big Time. A killer is a star? What a strange, strange world they lived in.

“God, he is sexy! Who the hell is that? A singer? Actor? Stuntman?” Winona simpered, her hand on her hip and no doubt, that pill she’d swallowed with a gulp of red wine now taking full effect. Rooted to the spot, her friends danced to the music. As he drew closer, the crowd seemed to part around him. Maybe they knew better than to stand in his way.

Just as he was passing, Winona called out to him.

“Hey! Hey, baby!” But he seemed to not hear her. Andrea lowered her head, just a bit, as he passed on by. Eyes closed, she inhaled the air, smelling him. Taking in his scent. Her panties grew damp right then and there.

Memories overtook her of an involuntary back arch, small shakes erupting into full body tremors, and a sigh before a hoarse scream of release. Invisible hands pulling at her thighs, and a hungry mouth devouring her essence, a torrid tale of torture of the flesh.

She opened her eyes, and then it happened…

He stopped dead in his tracks. Still looking straight ahead, he took a drag of his cigarette, real slow and easy like. He placed one hand on his hip, exposing his gun resting in a black holster. No one seemed to bat an eye. And then, he turned toward her, his eyes piercing her soul.

He kept staring so hard, she practically melted on the spot. A nasty smirk creased his face. One that radiated both lust and contempt.

“Well, well, well… If it’s not the good witch, and me, the forever wicked, on the dancefloor. We meet again.”

She could feel her friends staring daggers at her. They had questions, and hell, so did she.

I said that if I saw him again, it would be a sign. I didn’t think I would see him again, and I sure as hell didn’t think there would be a sign! How am I seeing him now?! How is he here? What are the chances of him coming to Studio 54, of all places, and us even running into one another? It is so crowded, you can barely find your own feet. No doubt about it, she was definitely seeing him again, and he was standing there bold as shit. He scanned her form, from her head to her toes, real slow. Like she was a meal he wanted to gobble and swallow whole.

“You look fuckin’ amazing tonight. Stunning. That’s a good look.” He pointed casually at her dress. “Fits you like a glove. I hope you’re havin’ a copasetic night, Sunshine.”

“Yes, I—”

“Ten-four,” he cut her off, winked, then sailed on by. Moments later, he was absorbed by the crowd, and when she turned to her friends, they looked downright confused and amused, all at once.

“What’s the skinny?!” Jessie demanded, pulling her arm. “How do you know Casper?!”

Did everyone but Winona know this motherfucka?! Damn!

“Yeah!” Starletta demanded. “Give us the lowdown, ’Drea.”

“I don’t really know him, know him… ya know, it was just in passing.” She shrugged, knowing she made no sense whatsoever as she stumbled over her words. Lying her ass off.

“I’ve never seen anybody I’m acquainted with actually speak to him.” Jessie shrugged, then sucked her teeth. “He hangs with rich guys and gangstas. Some guys you don’t wanna mess with, too.”

“What’s he do for a living?” Winona drew closer, her big green eyes fixed on Jessie.

“I don’t know exactly. I’ve only seen him twice in my hood, but a guy like that sticks out like a sore thumb.” Everyone but Andrea nodded in agreement. “My brother never told me exactly what Casper does, but with all of his fancy cars, furs and what not, I got a pretty good guess that it involves narcotic distribution or some shoot ’em shit. Whatever it is, he must be damn good at it.” Jessie focused back on her. “Hey, ’Drea. I couldn’t hear what he was sayin’ to you over the music. Did you sell him some perfume or somethin’? Why would he talk to you?”

Andrea shrugged.

Her friend seemed a bit envious, but her nerves were too much of a wreck to pay it any mind.

“Andrea, you’re keeping secrets,” Winona piped up with a grin.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Winona. What’s his name again, anyway?”

They started speaking over each other, making faces at her, clearly not believing a word she said. She was saved by the bell, so to speak, as Anita Ward’s, ‘Ring my Bell,’ poured into the club and shook things up. They all began to groove, including her, regardless of how strange she felt after the encounter.

After dancing to a few more songs, she was parched. She parted from her girlfriends and made her way to the bar to get a drink. A pink squirrel sounded perfect. As she stood waiting for the bartender to take her order, she glanced around and noticed a small mob on the dance floor, something that usually happened when someone was an amazing dancer really strutting their stuff. It was hard to see through the human shield. Through a gap that opened up, affording her a view, she zoned in on that motherfucker with two women climbing all over him like he was God himself.

He stood there like some king as they pulled at his gold chains, ran their hands along his fingers covered in jewels, and rubbed his hairy chest while kissing all over his face. Her face burned with nothing short of pure, unadulterated jealousy. She was on fire. All the way from the hair on her head down to the soles of her feet. He was just far enough away for her to have a good look at all the goings on without being caught gawking, but just close enough for her to continue to torture herself with an unbroken stare.

“Lady! What do ya want?!” the bartender yelled, stealing her from her musings. The look on his face proved he’d been trying to get her attention for a while.

“Sorry, didn’t hear you. A pink squirrel.” The guy nodded and she turned around to watch once again, determined to keep tormenting herself. This time, when she spun around, Angelo was staring straight at her.

SHIT. SHIT. SHIT!

She fast averted her gaze and banged her fist on the counter, trying to get the guy making her drink to move faster so she could get the hell away from there. As soon as she had the pink concoction in her grasp, she made her way towards a darker, slightly quieter area of the club. She ignored the sounds of two guys fucking a mere ten feet away, and the three women, all wearing silver costumes like spacesuits, snorting coke off a table.

She plopped down in a chair, not caring who it belonged to, and sipped her beverage, her mind racing. What a night. People began to move the sounds of ‘How Deep is Your Love,’ by the Bee Gees. She smiled as she rocked to the melody. It was a beautiful song, one that made her feel okay, even when she felt bad to her core. After she’d swallowed the last of her drink, she placed it on a big tray filled with other empty glasses and decided to track down her friends. All of them were far too busy slow dancing with men to be bothered with her.

She stood there for a bit, unsure what to do with herself. There was no one to talk to, no one to run to. She played with her necklace, mulling the situation. Let me find somewhere to sit until the next fast song comes on. She made her way across the floor. Several men approached her, gently tugging at her arm, trying to coax her to dance. Letting them down easy, she kept moving.

A hand reached out from the crowd, gripped her wrist. She looked down at it, then lifted her gaze to see who that limb was attached to, and saw that black hat and the blazing blue eyes of a fiend who tore her to pieces with a mere look…

He pulled her into the swarm of souls, dragging her towards him, and she felt like she was floating. He pressed his tall, strong, hard frame against her. Still holding her wrist, he looked down at her, a slight smile on his gorgeous face. Her head spun in a million different directions as he slow-danced with her, moving perfectly to the beat. She had no choice but to move her feet. And then, he gave her a soft, warm kiss on the neck. She shuddered as he drew her closer to dance cheek to cheek. She leaned into him, and that firm body of his made her feel sexy and safe, all at once. The end of the song snuck up on her. She’d been in her own little world.

They stared at each other, remaining in their embrace.

“I thought you said you weren’t going to try with me again?” she said halfheartedly.

He looked at her lips, then into her eyes, still smiling in that special way. He moved a curl out of her face.

“You made the first move.” He stroked his chin, looking smug.

“I did not!”

“So, do you look at everyone with fire in your eyes? Seems someone got bit by the green-eyed monster tonight.”

Before she could lie and deny it all, he wrapped his fingers around hers and escorted her towards the back of the club where two men stood in fedora hats. One of them favored him a bit, but he was far shorter and stockier.

“Andrea, this is my cousin, Luciano.” The man nodded at her. “And this here is my friend, Fred.” He handed his hat to the guy who looked nothing like him at all, exposing his lustrous black hair which was combed back, away from his face. A couple of strands fell over his left eye. She reached up and moved the wayward waves off his face, too.

“Say hello, Fred.”

Angelo smirked then chuckled, as if the two were sharing some inside joke. He then handed his pal his jacket, too.

“Oh hey, Andrea,” the man stated, staring at her hard. His nose was long and red about the nostrils. He cradled a joint between sinewy fingers. “Nice to meet cha.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

He introduced her to a few other associates of his. Angelo indeed knew a lot of people. How else could one explain all the hangers-on when he’d entered the establishment? Soon after, they were laughing and dancing, the tension broken. Much to her surprise, Angelo could really boogie.

“You can really cook!” she complimented him as she watched him go, amused by it so.

The guy smiled big, looking light-hearted and relaxed, far less serious than his usual demeanor. The Bee Gees’ ‘Night Fever’ kept them on their toes.

“Oh, you think you’re tough, huh?” she teased as he grabbed her arm and made her go around like a spinning top.

“I’m anything you want me to be tonight.” His smile slowly faded. He stepped away from her, then grabbed her by the waist, yo-yoing her around as they tore up the dancefloor. Moments later, the pair jumped at the opportunity to line dance, doing the Hustle. The son of a bitch knew how to do that, too. Instead of getting tired, she was invigorated. They kept on dancing, sweaty and happy, riding each other’s energetic wave. The DJ played ‘Rock Your Baby,’ by George McCrae, and they kept on going like they’d been practicing for weeks. A small crowd gathered around them.

Every damn move each made, the other matched. Their eyes hooked, and it seemed at times as if no one was there but the two of them. He released her hand and spun around on his own, clapping to the beat. He then grabbed her once again, twirled her fast and hard, so much she saw nothing but swirls of color. He snatched her back to him, stopping her whirling on a dime, then swayed his hips back and forth in the sexiest of ways. She followed suit, falling right into the groove. Stomachs flush against one another, he moved her to the left, and she moved him to the right. Their eyes never left one another. He smelled so good, he sounded so good, he felt so good, but he was oh, so bad…

The song ended and another started, but instead of dancing to a new tune, he wrapped his arms around her, kissed her cheek, and gave a quick squeeze to her ass.

Lowering his mouth to her ear, he whispered, “Let me buy you a drink.”

She nodded. They made their way to the bar and she ordered a grasshopper this time around. After paying for their drinks, he lit a cigarette and they both leaned against the bar, smiling at one another in a kitschy, silly sort of way. Her elbow on the counter, she rested her head on her palm and studied him. He looked so dreamy, even more than before. Soft white and yellow lights flickered and blazed behind him, as if he were the sun in the flesh.

“You’re actually fun,” she mused. “This is nice. I’m having a good time with you.”

He chuckled lightly at her words. Taking a sip of his Godfather drink, then a smoke, he looked casually about. When he turned towards her, his sexy eyes were hooded.

“I meant what I said. That dress was made for you.” He caressed her bare shoulder with a soft slide of his hand.

“You like it, huh?” she flirted, tossing him a glance then looking down at her drink.

“I do.”

“You should. You bought it.”

He laughed at that. They were quiet for a spell, and she wondered what was going on inside of his mind.

“I guess, uh, I guess you’re diggin’ me tonight,” she said, breaking the silence.

“I’m always into you, Andrea. You’re digging me, too. Looks like we’re finally on the same page.”

“Sho’ ya right.”

“You smell so good. It’s driving me wild.” When he spoke, his deep, raspy voice reverberated through her soul. No longer could she fight it.

“Once again, you should think I smell good. You bought it.”

“It belonged to you way before I came along, and the scent of a woman is about more than a specific perfume. It’s the way your chemistry blends with it, the heat from your body. It creates a whole new fragrance. A whole new experience. I just love how you smell. You could rub cheap whiskey all over your body, and I’d still want to kiss you all over.”

Her cheeks plumped into a smile and her heart started to race.

I see you like pimpin’ around.” She regretted those words as soon as they came out of her mouth. Looking down, she ran her finger along the rim of her glass. Vulnerability on full display.

“Yes. I like the company of women, if that’s what you mean.” She didn’t look at him as she sipped her drink, afraid of what she’d see. “But I prefer the company of one woman tonight, and I just so happen to be standing right next to her.”

She finally turned and stared into his eyes.

“Casanova workin’ his magic. You sure have a way with words.”

“They’re more than words, cutie pie. I wouldn’t lie to a fuckin’ witch. That’s just stupid.” He shrugged and rolled his eyes as if it were a no-brainer. “Might turn me into a frog. How can I wear my hat then, huh?”

She playfully slapped his shoulder and opened her mouth to respond, but he shut her up with a kiss. Gripping the back of her head, he drew her closer, deepening their kiss. Her stomach knotted and stirred as she tasted the flavor of strong, smooth liquor delivered from his deft tongue. Her mouth begged for more and her eyes fluttered as the music zigzagged through her form, and his body heat consumed her. When he pulled away, he reached into his pocket to get something. She noticed his hard-on and bit into her lower lip.

“It’s getting late. Find your friends and say goodbye,” he said, his gaze on the crowded dance floor. “I’m taking you home with me tonight.”

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded in agreement. He chugged the rest of his drink and passed his cigarette to Fred who’d sauntered close to return his hat and jacket. He leaned over the bar counter and began discussing something with one of the bartenders. She couldn’t make it all out. Around them, many of the women in the club were eyeing them. Some appeared inquisitive, some envious, others pissed. They were like packs of wolves wearing lipstick. She huffed and rolled her eyes, daring any of them to say something to her. She practically lost her breath when he suddenly caught her by the arm, then intertwined their fingers.

He took the lead, forcing the thick crowd to part by his mere presence alone. She finally found Winona, who was in the throes of making out with some guy. She rattled off her plans to the lady and told the woman to have a good night. Her friend leaned in close and said, “Fuck that sexy stallion good, girl.” Then, she went right back to her lip lock and slow grind against a muscular Black guy dressed in white from head to toe, sporting a pair of dark shades. She found the other ladies soon thereafter. They were all either dancing their hearts out, or drinking and smoking with the guy of their choice. When she got outside, she bristled once the chilly night air hit her. Like a true gentleman, he took his jacket off and wrapped it around her shoulders.

“Wait right here. I’m going to pull my car up.”

About seven or eight minutes later, he arrived. Music poured out from the cracked window of the passenger’s seat. Getting out of the car, he opened her door and helped her inside. She took her seat, feeling like royalty in that big, pretty car. It smelled just like him, too. The sounds of ‘The Look of Love,’ by Isaac Hayes, lulled her to a happy place. He got back in the car, merged into the ebb of traffic, and she drowned under the watchful eye of the city. He reached out to hold her hand, and he gave her digits a squeeze, his eye on the street. Every time he touched her, fireworks went off within her. She was a firecracker, and he was the hot, scorching spark. They worked best together.

Giddiness. Lust. An understanding. It was clear now. This was fate. An undeniable connection that couldn’t be broken with neither curse, spell, nor prayer…
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CHAPTER NINE
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Rule 9: When marking a target, never let them out of your sight. Finish strong.

They both were rather quiet in the car. He seemed to be swimming in his own thoughts, just like her. On a deep exhale, he slid his hand away from her touch, lit a cigarette, then offered it to her. She took a puff of it and handed it back. GQ’s ‘I Do Love You’ was now playing on the radio. A few minutes later, Angelo pulled up to his apartment building. He maneuvered his car in a tight spot, back and forth, until he had it just right. He took his time opening his car door; he smoked a little more and sauntered to the passenger door. She even loved watching him walk. Once he opened her car door and helped her out, he led her to the front door of his building. She looked up and saw lights on in some of the windows, the flickering of televisions, and the dull pink glow of illuminated bedrooms.

She tilted her head further back and took a gander at the high structure. Though it wasn’t in Midwood in Brooklyn, it was a pretty damn good spot to nest. She figured Angelo could afford better digs regardless, in places with less riffraff, but he’d let her know that being too far away from his grandmother was a no-no. He stepped aside, allowing her to walk past the threshold, then locked the front door before they made their way to an old elevator. He flicked his cigarette, dropping a little ash on the floor, then placed it to his lips. His cheeks drew in hard, defining his already prominent cheekbones and jawline.

“I’m on the 12th floor,” he announced before pushing the yellow number 12 button with the black font. “I think it might actually be the 13th, but ya know what they do to 13th floors. Lie and deny it.”

“Yeah. Gotta protect the superstitious people.” She crossed her arms and smiled.

“You superstitious?” he asked, his brow arched.

“I think you know the answer to that.”

He shrugged, and they both chuckled.

The elevator rocked a bit as it went from floor to floor, higher and higher. The lights flashed, blinking spastically like some robot tossed in hot water, all circuits fucked. She chuckled, but the damn thing made her nervous. Then it jerked. Hard. She instinctively grabbed his arm, worried the winch might stop altogether, leaving them with no air or light with the exception of his cigarette embers, or everything would break and they’d plummet to their deaths. Things returned to normal for all of three seconds, then it jerked hard once again, as if some giant were on the other side hitting on the door.

“Close the shades. It does this all the time.” He kissed the top of her head, reassuring her. She breathed a sigh of relief when they reached his floor.

The doors jerked open. He stepped out first, then took her hand and led the way down the hall, which bathed them in an odd shade of lime green from dying fluorescent lights. A heated discussion was going on between a man who bore a striking resemblance to John Belushi and a thin lady with short blond hair, sporting a sheer black shirt. Her small breasts shook about as her abnormally thin arms flailed. The lady moved in erratic ways, cursing out the guy while holding a bottle of beer. As she and Angelo walked past the two who were at each other’s throats, they kept on arguing, ignoring them.

Is that what love does to people? Make them crazy? Sometimes it does. I’ve been crazy before. I’m crazy now, too.

When he got to his door, her stomach knotted and her head pulsed. The more time passed, the more she wanted him, and the struggle within her raged on. He hit the light switch, illuminating a big, open living room with handsome trappings. From the looks of his furniture and lack of decor, it was a definite bachelor pad, but had some designer edge to it, too.

“Nice crib, Angelo,” she said quietly as he removed his jacket from her shoulders. “I believe you said in the car you just moved in, right?”

“Yeah. Only been here a few days.” He smashed his cigarette in an ashtray, then placed the jacket over his white living room couch and marched to a record player that was set up by one of the big windows. There were no curtains, just a view of his street and the starlit night sky. He thumbed through a large collection of music, slipped a record out of its sleeve, and put it on the player. The needle skipped then settled.

‘Georgy Porgy,’ by Toto, thumped through his big speakers, which sat in two corners of the room. He started clapping his hands and swaying, then did a fast spin, shimmied to her and playfully jetted out his tongue. She burst out laughing as he motioned to her to dance with him. He only stopped his antics to take off his shoes, and she followed suit, placing her heels by the couch. Hands in the air, they snapped their fingers, dancing by the bare windows. They bumped their hips against each other and he nearly knocked her across the room with his strength. They laughed loud, had fun. Winks, fingers linked, lingering touches, bodies twirling… flirting with one another without saying one word. She gyrated her hips like a genie emerging from a bottle, making him laugh, then he did the same. He looked so silly.

And the song played on… Kiss the girls and make them cry… kiss the girls and make them cry… kiss the girls and make them high…

When she whirled past him, her feet stomping on the cold wooden floors, he caught her half spin. Her smile waned as he stared into the depths of her being, held her tight, and stole her soul with an all-encompassing kiss. Long fingers trailed up and down her back, strong limbs refused to let her go. Standing back, he unbuttoned his shirt, exposing his hard, hairy chest and taut abdomen. He pulled her to him and before he could say a thing, she kissed his cheek, his neck, and rolled her body against his, her need exploding within her.

“Come on. Let’s book it to my bed.”

Taking her hand, he led her down a short hall then opened a tall door, revealing his boudoir.

In the middle of the room was a large round bed covered in black silk sheets and several matching black pillows. A clear oval swing hung from the ceiling, a white pillow on it. In the corner was a television on a gold stand. Gold and glass lamps sat on either side of the bed, and a crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. In another spot, he had a crescent-moon-shaped red table on which sat a pack of marijuana wrapping papers, a silver lighter, a carton of cigarettes, an ink pen and a big black gun.

When she turned to face him, he picked her up in his arms, lifted her high in the air, and spun her around until she was lightheaded. Giddy. She cackled as she held onto him, her fingers pressed into his broad shoulders. Angelo was full of surprises, and he made her laugh a lot.

She dared to look down at him and found him smiling up at her as if she were the sun in his very hands. He slowly lowered her, letting her slide down until their lips met. Hot mouths caressed, then locked. The slow, soft rhythm turned urgent. The heat from their tongues and bodies combined and like magnets, they gravitated towards one another, stealing each other’s breath. Gently placing her onto her feet, he gave her a slow, half spin until she was looking away from him, towards his bedroom window partially shrouded by black and white striped curtains. Beyond was another tall building where people could be seen moving about past their windows, though she couldn’t make out many details. She ran her tongue along her upper teeth, bracing herself when a heavy hand anchored on her shoulder, while his other hand lowered the zipper on the back of her dress that exposed much of her skin there.

She stood a bit taller as she felt the rough jerk of the fastener, soon followed by the downward glide of the zipper, until finally, the gown hit the floor. She stepped out of the dress, and faced him, slowly removing her black strapless bra as he removed his belt. She ignored the flapping red flags and pulsating warning signs that blasted inside her skull; her heart and pussy had a mind of their own and told her brain to fuck off. Her desire and longing for the man was borderline painful. Her body knew him in her dreams, and now, it wished to make them a reality. This wasn’t simple desire, it was a need like no other, a need like gasping for one’s next breath. Longing on overload.

Now in only her black panties with blue trim, she laid her bra onto the red table, over the gun. His gaze lingered on her, as if she were a painting on a wall, in need of being studied. Interpreted.

The whisper of the music coming from down the hall seduced her. Something about that moment let her know, there was no escaping this. They’d asked for one another before they’d ever met. Some way, somehow, this felt like second nature. Something they’d been willed to do.

He signaled he’d be right back, then left the room. The music suddenly stopped but he soon returned with two long stemmed glasses and a bottle of red wine. He placed them by his lighter, then turned on the radio in his bedroom. Chuck Mangione’s ‘Feels So Good’ was playing. She kept her position, her feet practically cemented on the floor in front of the bed.

He began to pace, circling her like some bloodthirsty shark in the deep waters. Then, he paused. She picked up a whiff of his cologne as he regarded her with hunger in his eyes.

“Are you Jaws?” she teased.

“Shhh.” He placed his finger to his lips. “Don’t move. Just let me look at ya for a minute. How did you get so sexy?”

Her face warmed from his words.

He crossed his arms as he kept on moving like Earth around the sun. His eyes traveled from her face, down her neck, and rested on her breasts. The nipples hardened in anticipation of his touch. Her cherry liquor poured. The space felt hot all of a sudden, with the light and his gaze and the masculine aroma of his body. The sounds of their breathing blended with urban chaos that filtered within their sanctuary, and it all called to her. The traffic outside buzzed like bees with electricity fueling the vehicles. Everything worked in harmony, being louder, brighter, darker, more certain of itself. Even the shadows that danced on the walls as he moved, and the looms of darkness stretching towards the ceiling, were skewed and hulking as if they, too, were studying her closely. Her heart beat a mean percussion. Wide eyes watered as if a brush of cool air had swept past her – the ghost of good intentions. Was his soul flying about in the room? Away from his darkened heart?

He put his hands together, almost as if he were praying. Something was happening. Something special and out of this world.

She’d read the man. She damn sure knew what he was. What he was about, from the inside out. She’d seen so much within him; the cards the night of his reading said it all. The candles had flickered, and one had gone out altogether once he’d given her his money and closed her door. That hadn’t been a payment for a reading. It was a deposit… for something else.

His presence had left her chilled to the bone. How could a man be so hauntingly stunning, and yet, so callous? So brazen, and still, craving her so badly, in the purest, most beautiful way possible? This left her thunderstruck. And now here it was, right before her eyes. His insides had to be like ice, unfit for demons and angels alike. Maybe that was why he sought the heat that lived inside her? A place to enter, fall apart, and melt inside. His mind was disturbed. His heart, vacant. His soul, however, was pure… tethered to a shell of a man, but it couldn’t and wouldn’t break completely free. It explored her, too, and watched her fall further under his spell.

“I never got a chance to really just look at you in this way. Appreciate you.” He was so close to her now, she could see a smattering of freckles along his high cheekbones, the broadness of his shoulders and the slight sheen of sweat along his temples. She was spellbound.

The real witch was standing in front of her. An Italian warlock with a magic wand between his legs, a wicked tongue in his mouth, a wicked life he lived, and wicked ways to give… since the moment he’d known he could kiss the girls and make them cry.

He placed a gentle kiss on her cheek, breaking her out of her deliberations, reminding her of this mating dance he was doing. Some ritual of exploration. He put her on the spot, yet at the same time, she felt adored. Cherished. Angelo touched the side of her neck, then let his finger slide down and caress the sensitive flesh of her collarbone, teasing her until she was covered in goosebumps.

Her nostrils stung with the sweetness of her perfume that he’d purchased for her, reminding her, just like the gown she’d tossed aside for a touch of his hand, that somehow, her skin was stamped by his existence in her life. And it had been so long before this moment had arrived. He’d dipped her in perfume, placed crisp cash in her pocket, and dressed her to the nines. She was his toy, his doll. His possession. His obsession. And now, he’d come to collect.

The realization struck her, along with flashes of their dancing all night. Maybe it was the alcohol playing tricks on her? But she wasn’t drunk.

He stopped traveling around her and returned to his original position. Lust poured out from him like rain from the sky. She could sense his hedonistic desires were contained within him, but it was as if he were testing himself, seeing how long he could resist. She was keenly aware of her state of undress. Every nerve ending was perceptive to the slightest movement. He lessened the gap between them, then kissed her forehead so gently, so softly, she had to look at him to ensure it was the same rough bastard who’d been torturing her dreams over and over at night.

“I needed to see if I was drunk, high, or dreaming. I needed proof that you were really here with me. Right here, right now. Then, I needed to test myself, see if I could resist you,” he stated, confirming her thoughts with a lopsided smile on his face. “I needed to figure out if I could resist all that you are, and ever will be.” He ran his hand up and down his bare chest as he stared into her eyes. “I can’t.” He shook his head. “I’d made you mine the very first minute I saw you.”

Angelo swooped her up his arms and placed her in the middle of his bed, on her back. The black silk felt cool against her skin, but she warmed up fast, hot as Hades as he pressed the brown flesh of her inner thighs, forcing them even to open before settling between them. Taking his rightful place. Blue and black flames danced in his eyes, his sins and his curses. His blessings, too.

His pants were still on, impeding progress. He began to move, rocking his hips in a provocative rhythm against her body, in time with ‘More Than a Woman,’ by the Bee Gees. It felt sublime. She grinded against him, rising as he pushed down against her. The generous bulge in his pants bumped against her soaking wet pussy. Their lips locked in a kiss, until she could take no more. The gold chains around his neck pressed into her as he enveloped her in his embrace, his hands against her lower back. He deepened their kiss and explored her, pausing only to taste her breasts with a long, eager tongue.

“Can you feel how hard you’ve made me?” he murmured. “I’m so fuckin’ horny for you, baby…”

“I feel it, baby… I feel it.”

He squeezed her breasts with a firm grip, feverishly licking and devouring them, filling her with heat. A mop of black hair moved against her chest as he slid his tongue back and forth, making a mess of her sensibilities. Making her feel so good all over. Her panties were now useless, completely saturated and heavy against her skin. Never had she been so wet, and he hadn’t even made love to her yet. He moved up and jammed his tongue back in her mouth. They held onto one another, grinding against each other slow and easy. Then, he lifted himself up, leaving her breathless. Panting. Wanting more.

He got to his feet and impatiently removed his pants, his face so tense, so focused, as if he were mad at the whole fucking world, and she would be the whipping board of his angst. She watched him like a hawk as the slacks dropped from his long, muscular legs and puddled around his ankles, soon shoved to the side with a harsh kick. His cock was huge, veiny, and hungry, the slit glistened with moisture. Her pussy wept at the sight of it. So beautiful and monstrous, destructive, framed with a thick black thatch of pubic hair. Climbing back into bed, he settled between her legs and thrust his hand in her underwear as if it were a cookie jar and he had the munchies.

She moaned, a feeling of helplessness and desire merging.

The overwhelming sticky, hot wetness between her legs, her swollen labia and rising excitement produced a protruding clit, awaiting for more of his touch. He didn’t take his eyes off her as he stroked her engorged pussy, gently at first, then with a bit more vigor.

“Damn, you’re tight, honey. So snug for me, baby…” He bit into his lower lip as he drove his finger in and out of her.

“I am so wet for you, Angelo. You’re teasing me… I hate you for teasing me.”

“Your poontang is all wet for me… It’s almost ready. It won’t be so bad when I slide my limo inside your garage, make you cry and love me.” His words turned her on. He buried his head against her neck, his breathing uneven. Labored. “You feel so, so good.”

Another long digit slid within her. Her body moved instinctively, hips rotating as he finger-fucked her, slow, then fast. The swilling sounds of his fingers going in and out of her body grew louder and louder. She’d become a crashing ocean. Grasping the pillow, she gasped, groaned, and gyrated against his hand.

“That’s it, baby… Let it happen… let go…”

She burst free, her orgasm hitting her in violent waves. He looked down at her with love in his eyes, as well as a haughty, satisfied smirk on his face. Sliding his fingers out of her, he slipped them into his mouth to suck off her juices. He smacked his lips and moaned as he swallowed her essence, his eyes rolling with pleasure.

“What am I going to do with all of this good pussy, huh?” he said with a smile, then slid his finger along her pussy lips, softly caressing her. His fingers stroked up and down her box, driving her crazy.

“Shit.”

She gripped his shoulder as he roughly removed her panties then threw them across the room. Opening her legs, he looked into her eyes as he fondled her pussy with a forceful hand. Around and around his fingers went, rubbing her sensitive bud, coaxing it to grow more. Like a flash of light and a glimpse of darkness, he suddenly disappeared in the sea of inky black sheets. Where did he go?

“Shit!” She gripped the sheets with both hands.

His face was planted firmly against her pussy, hands hooked around her hips, securing her to him with no chance of escape. He sucked her clit hard, intense pleasure pulsing from her core. His slick tongue jabbed inside her, up and down her slit, then along her clit. Her voice cracked the air with a cry of passion, eyes watering as pure ecstasy overcame her and took her down. She came hard, then came again, back to back, and he showed no signs of releasing her.

She struggled beneath him, her body sensitive to the slightest touch, but it was no use… He kept her where the hell he wanted her, moaning, slurping and tongue fucking her relentlessly. Her flooded gate, combined with the moisture of his hot mouth, propelled her over the edge of sanity.

“Don’t make me chase you. What are ya runnin’ from, huh?! You’ve got my favorite dish between your legs. I plan to eat every fucking drop.” She sighed and rose off the bed, going completely crazy.

Arching back…

Cold sweat…

The beautiful way he mistreated her pussy was just like in her dream. Not one detail missed. She screamed as she came once again, her pussy growing impossibly wetter.

This was the room! This was the same room in my erotic dreams…

She recalled it so clearly now. The round bed, the red table with herb and the gun, the sounds of the night, his heavy breathing and him clawing at her skin as he demanded she lie there and take it. Scratching at his shoulders, she exploded once more as he feasted on her. He was a wicked motherfucker. A man who’d made her his willing sexual prisoner. He was such a skilled lover; it should’ve been a cardinal sin to make a woman feel the way he was making her feel. His ravenousness only grew worse. When he finally turned her loose, his lips were glossy and clear droplets of her essence soaked the black hairs of his beard. He kissed up and down her legs, then lifted her left leg high in the air and kissed her ankle and feet. He grabbed the other, showering it with the same attention, then rested between her legs. Wrapping her thighs around him, she secured her new addiction. There was nowhere he could go, but inside.

“You on anything? Need me to pull out when it’s time?” he asked as he kissed her all over her chest.

“I’m on the pill.”

He trailed his lips along her neck, his soft hair brushing against her cheek. She felt him nod, then he gripped her left breast, and sucked the other.

Surprising her, he grabbed her hand and placed it on his massive dick. She couldn’t get her fingers around the damn thing. The girth both intimidated and excited her. She stroked it, up and down, the hardness like rock. His precum coated her fingertips as she kept masturbating him. He groaned when she placed the head against her clit, inviting him to rub it along her zone. Gripping his shaft at the base, he ran the tip of the heated member all over her pussy, teasing her hole by circling there, then flowing back up to her clit, then down again. It was sweet torture, and she needed him. She needed to become one with him.

“You dreamed about me sometimes, didn’t you? Me fucking the hell outta you.” She gasped, taken aback at him reading her so well. He kept a hard grip on his dick, as if ready to thrust it inside of her, but kept it to himself, tantalizing her, as he waited for her answer. She could see it in his eyes… It was as if he’d sent those dreams her way, haunted her, just as she’d done to him with the serpent. “Didn’t you?” he repeated sternly.

“Yes…Yes!”

He crushed her lips in a kiss.

She screamed out when a feeling so intense radiated from her between her legs. He groaned so loud, it shook her core. She clawed at his flesh, writhing and cursing as Angelo shoved himself inside her with another deep moan. She was far from a virgin, but at that moment, she felt like one. His cock stretched her wide open, filling her up as he slid further in. She wasn’t sure she could take him all, but she’d damn sure try. She held on tight as he moved harder, deeper, his strength mean and commanding. Her pussy screamed for dear life as he offered no relief or apologies, just more of his ruthless intrusion. Rapid punishing plunges, a fucking of epic proportions.

“Sweet, hot pussy… You feel so damn good, baby. I’m hooked on your tight little vertical smile… You won’t be any good to anyone else after me, woman. I’m demolishing the lady of my fuckin’ dreams, one dick stroke at a time, so no one else can have you, and you won’t want anyone else but me, ever again…”

They sighed in unison, sounds of primitive need, animalistic desires. His muscle touched her walls, with no space left for anything but his thrusting cock. Oh God how she needed it just how he dished it out. She pressed her thighs around him as he sped his pace, his weight a heavy burden she was elated to have. His stride intensified and every time she touched his face, ran her hands through his hair, or held him tighter, he moaned as if she alone set his world on fire. When he drew close enough, she slid her tongue into his mouth. He yanked away from her and grabbed the reins. His teeth grazed her neck and she shuddered with pleasure.

“I had to have you all to myself,” he ground out.

“Shit, baby. Ya killin’ me, Angelo! I love how your big dick feels deep inside me! Don’t stop!”

“I’m not takin’ my dick outta you, sweetheart, until I fill your pretty little snatch with my hot load. I’m gonna fuck the shit outta ya all night, baby, and get me some of this good stuff in the mornin’, too. I’ll never be done with you. You’re in big trouble. You’ll have to beg me to stop. To let up on you.”

“Take my pussy, baby! Tear me apart!”

He rose onto his palms, then rammed her hard, over and over, teaching her a nasty lesson as he made her wish his command.

His forehead wrinkled and his eyes pressed closed as he delivered blow after tortuous blow. ‘How Much I Feel,’ by Ambrosia was playing right then on the radio.

“Ahhhh, shit! Sweet thing, play with your pussy while I fuck you, baby. I wanna watch.” He grabbed her hand and placed it between their bumping bodies. She glided her finger all along her engorged clit, sliding it up and down and all around. He observed her masturbation with such intensity, turned the hell on, his desire excited her, too.

The sheets bunched round them, and his hip muscles clenched and released. So sexy. The way he felt inside of her was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Their souls were crying out to one another and her eyes welled with tears of pure ecstasy. Limbs across limbs, holding onto one another… longing looks of mutual seduction. They’d been falling in love from the first night he’d walked through her door.

“It’s so good to be inside you…” He bent down and kissed her breast, right above where her heart beat. She shuddered, catching his drift, the double meaning of his words. They were so in tune.

Their bodies had to be made for each other. As he stretched her open, balls slapping against her pussy in a feverish pitch, the pain and pleasure merged, and she came again. They both cried out as their slick forms struggled to hold on to one another. He caught her hand, removing it from her zone, intertwined their fingers, and raised her arm above her head. Falling down on her, the immensity of his body, the firmness of his muscles pressed her down as he dominated her. He sucked and nibbled on her neck while pumping in fast, short thrusts. And then, they looked into each other’s souls…

Caressing each other’s faces…

She looked into those eyes and saw not only his history, but her future. His eyes widened, lips parted… He clenched, a vein in the center of his forehead creasing, and out poured a throaty rumble and the resonance of a virile voice giving way to his deepest desires, with only an instant left until he’d fall apart. He held onto her, jerking hard within her, going so deep inside she knew she’d feel its presence well into the morning, long after they’d gone their separate ways. He fucked her hard and made love to her softly, all in that same moment, then flooded her oasis with his molten gratitude. She held onto him as he yelled sexy obscenities, trembled violently against her, shaking like she’d never seen.

“Andrea…. Andrea!” he repeated her name over and over again as his arm and leg muscles tightened, then spasmed. His body was no longer under his control, his climax far too strong. She held him tight, rubbing his brawny back as he nestled his head in the crevice of her neck and jaw. His muscles continued to spasm amidst weary, lethargic groans. Never in her life, had she witnessed someone giving in to the final stage of love. The acceptance that it was real. He surrendered. Willingly. That’s what he’d done…

The man who made the girls cry was now lying in her valley, craving his next gasp of air. Needing it. Vulnerability was in the soft flow of his hair, the tightening of his jaw, the deep swallow as he held her tight. His breathing was harsh and his lovemaking unabashed. He throbbed inside of her, rough hands gripping her hips as his heart beat faster than his shadows could chase. They could no longer keep up with him. He gave permission for the release of his demons, and she planned to capture them, and bury them fast. The purge had commenced. She’d banish them with the touch of the truth, and the promise of love.

Maybe I’m looking at this all wrong. It’s not about slayin’ any dragons, or fighting his distresses. It’s about finding out WHY, and being there for him when he answers that question for himself. He has to do it on his own. If I do it for him, it won’t be the same. It won’t hold water. So much about himself he keeps hidden. I saw more than many, of this I’m sure, but I still have to be careful. Only fools rush in. I have to find out how to get inside him the right way, because he told me I could come in. I was invited, one of the lucky few. I have to pace myself. Angelo is the type of man to hand me a key to his secrets, then change the damn locks as soon as I arrive…

She now understood that he was the puppet master pulling his own strings. He was the tsar of terrors, and he’d made the intentional mistake of falling for an Empath. He’d known what she was when he’d met her, and vice versa. They’d abhorred the idea of one another, but loved the soul within…

She stroked his hair, never wanting to let him go. He was at peace, at least, for one night…
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CHAPTER TEN


Let Your Hair Down

[image: Chapter 10 Image]

Rule 10: Have Clear Intentions.

Angelo tilted his head back as the coiffeur slid the sharp razor over the bulge of his Adam’s apple. Smooth and easy… carefully. The barbershop had more patrons than usual that day. Men going in and out, wanting to freshen up their look in time for the pending weekend. The barber applied another dose of heavily scented shaving cream and continued the shaving ritual. Clutching the arms of the brown and taupe barber chair with jeweled fingers, baptized in a haze of cigar and cigarette smoke, he enjoyed listening to The Doors’ ‘Riding the Storm,’ which drifted inside from a car rolling slowly on by. He tapped his foot to the tune, one of his favorite songs.

“Mr. Ferrari, would you like your sideburns trimmed today?”

“Yeah, Ace. Take care of that for me.” He sat up straight as the man gathered his materials, including a gleaming pair of shears and a fresh razor. His mind wandered. Things had gotten heavy. Something he’d avoided, he now coveted. He’d made his move, taking Andrea off the market like the prize that she was – and he’d made no attempts to offer rationalizations or lame excuses for his desires. He now claimed her as his very own. Since the night he’d brought her to his home, they’d been in steady communication and inseparable.

They equally understood that things had forever changed, and there was no way to reverse what had occurred, to go back to square one, no matter what. He’d had his share of ladies. Plenteous women of all different backgrounds, appearances, likes and dislikes, beliefs and socio-economic status, but never, and he meant never, had he been with a woman that made him feel like Andrea had.

She was fun and free, freaky, delicate and strong, and there was a wisdom about her, as well as a certain innocence, too. He liked that. She was the optimistic sort, but not a nitwit. When he considered her dual nature, it made his heart thump, his lips curl, and his dick incredibly hard. He was internal chaos. She was external balance. When they’d made love, he’d thought his damn head was going to explode. He was ruined now. That night he’d cum so hard, his leg, arm, and stomach muscles had locked and his body was taken over. But it went beyond the physical. It was as if something inside him that had been dormant for years had awakened, recognized her from a time long gone, a time he’d forgotten, and was overjoyed to feel her once again. They’d made love all through that first night, over and over again, well into the morning. Explicit details of their rendezvous flooded his memory bank.

He’d put her in all sorts of sexual positions, Her flexibility was astounding. And they’d shared a joint before one more romp on the bedroom floor that morning before her departure. That gorgeous, hairy slit of hers was worse than cocaine. The sweet, dripping wet pussy between her thighs had made a fool of him, and he didn’t give a shit. He craved it. The look of it. The touch of it. The smell of it. The fit and the fuck of it. He was in overdrive when it came to her – non-stop screwing had been inevitable, and he only stopped because the woman had begged him to. She had to visit her aunt and drop off something, so she had to go. He didn’t know much about Andrea’s family with the exception of the fact her parents had died in an automobile accident when she’d been a baby, and her Uncle had taken her home with him to raise with his wife and other children. Since then, her uncle and aunt had divorced, but she was still quite close to her aunt and saw her like a mother. As with him, Andrea felt it important to keep her word, especially to family, and she’d promised her aunt a visit. He couldn’t argue with that.

So he’d begrudgingly driven her home, and it had been obvious to him, by her tight expression and silence, that she had some concerns in her heart. She’d needed some reassurance, now that reality had set in. Was she only his latest conquest? She didn’t say those words, but he knew that look. He knew women. He understood them on a personal level and that likely was what made him irresistible to the opposite sex. He couldn’t say he blamed her for her reservations. It was no secret he’d had many lovers, and he’d rarely committed to any of them.

He’d had to remind her he was a straight shooter, and she was now his main squeeze and they’d get together again soon. All of that new notch on his belt shit was in the past. To honor his promise, he’d surprised her the next day by swinging by her job and taking her out for lunch. The day after that, he’d had donuts and coffee delivered to her and her friends. She’d called him excitedly to thank him. The day after that, he’d stopped in, kissed her, and left her with a big gold box of decadent chocolates for her to enjoy.

He smiled to himself as he sat in that chair thinking about his lover, how he couldn’t stop showering her with gifts and affection, and feeling a bit silly about it, too. He hadn’t felt that way about a chick in years. He was fucking smitten… This was no fling for him. This was hardcore. The real deal.

“Mr. Ferrari, as usual, you look like a million bucks.” The barber was now finished. His goatee, sideburns, and hair were perfectly trimmed.

“Thanks, Ace.” The man dusted him off, and he slapped a ten-dollar bill in the guy’s palm, telling him to keep the change. The burgundy cape was removed from around his neck, and he got to his feet. Wearing his dark jeans and cowboy boots, he made his way over to the full length mirror in the establishment, double checking that his silk cream shirt with the black swirl design wasn’t chock full of wrinkles from the poncho. I’m all right. It’s all right. He looked at his hands. The rings on his fingers gleamed, especially the bright silver crucifix with the diamonds he’d chosen to wear that day. Al Stewart’s ‘Year of the Cat’ was now playing in the shop, the sound coming from a little radio.

He gave a slight wave goodbye as he stepped out onto 53rd Street. As he was making his way to his car, he noticed a floral shop. I bet my baby would like some flowers. She digs plants and shit. He stepped inside, the door chiming, and found two women standing at the cash register yapping. They drew suddenly quiet, then began to talk in whispers. He could only make out the words: ‘Boots’, ‘cute,’ and ‘big knob in pants.’ He smirked at their choice of words.

“Hi. Looking for something special?’ one of them piped up, chewing hard on a wad of gum. He pointed to a display of red, pink, and white roses.

“These are nice. I’ll take these.”

“The white roses?” one of the women came from behind the counter, a pair of floral sheers in her hand.

“Yeah. And the red. The pink. Those yellow flowers in the back, too. Whatever they are.”

The woman began to pull a stem or two from each color, constructing a bouquet.

“No, no, baby.” He waved his hand about. “I want all of them. Every single rose, tulip, daffodil in here you’ve got.” The woman’s mouth dropped, and she burst out laughing.

“Are you serious?”

“Don’t I look like I’m serious? Now, hurry up.” He glanced down at his watch. The woman disappeared in a back area then returned with tons of ribbon and cellophane wrap. “Send ’em to this address…” He rattled off Andrea’s home address. “And write, ‘To a special lady in Harlem.” The other lady joined her, and they made quick work of arranging all the flowers of the corner display just so, bushel after colorful, fragrant bushel, then wrapped the lot with shiny pretty ribbons.

“What else do ya want the card to say, sir? With all of these flowers, you gotta say more!” one of the ladies suggested, both clearly overwhelmed and flabbergasted.

“Hmmm,” He paused, putting his hand on his hip. “I got it. I’ll tell ya what to do. Fuhget about that special lady shit.

Put: To my Black Magic Woman:

Oh, how the card tables have turned.

I put a spell on you… because you’re mine…

Love,

The King of Diamonds…”
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Aunt Bev slid on her red leather jacket with the fingernail-polish-painted zipper. She’d taken pride in that item of clothing and the special touch she’d added to it so the zipper would be the same color as the jacket. Andrea had her hair in freshly greased braids adorned with wooden beads, her scalp itching something terrible. She reached up to cure the itch.

“Nuh uh!” Aunt Bev chastised as she grabbed her teal purse and slung the strap over her arm. “You’re going to mess up my hard work.”

“It itches. I can’t go on like this. Do you have some of that sheen spray? I think it was in a black can with orange and green on the front of it.”

“Oh, that. I’m all out of Afro sheen, baby. Need to pick some more up. Carmen might have some. She usually buys extra. Look now, I’m serious, ’Drea. Leave your head alone.”

Andrea sighed. Aunt Bev still treated her like a child at times. Her aunt knew her all too well, too. Seemed she could read her thoughts before she made her next move. The first chance she got, she was going to scratch to her heart’s content. They both knew that to be a fact.

“Feels like a bunch of ants marching across my scalp.” She gave her head a soft pat.

“You’ve gotten tender-headed in your old age. This wasn’t my idea, anyway. You was just over here the other day, giving me a loan, which I so appreciate.” The older woman’s dark red cheeks plumped as she blew out the candle on her kitchen table. “And I said I could pay you back some of it if you come over in a week. I’d do your hair like you’d been asking.”

“Yes, it was a good exchange, but I don’t ever remember my hair itching like this before, Aunt Bev!” She patted her head once again with her palm, this time, a bit harder.

“I just finished it five minutes ago, and now you wanna scratch up your scalp and undo everything. I greased you; you should be good soon. Just give it a minute.”

Andrea put her hand on her hip to keep from tearing her scalp to shreds. She sniffed the air, realizing it was the Blue Magic hair grease that was the source of the smell filling the air, blending with the scent of the blown-out candle. She had to admit, itchy scalp and all, as she caught her reflection in the gold framed mirror on the wall, she did look damn good. Aunt Bev was a well-known braider.

People came all the way from Harlem and the Bronx to get their hair braided by her. She was a Harlem fixture before she’d moved to Brooklyn, known as ‘Magic Fingers’ in the community, always doing people’s intricate plaits and braided styles like a true professional.

Soon, they made their way out of the apartment and into the cab. It was tradition for them to go to the market together. The market, as they called it, was actually a row of apartment buildings and houses where various residents in the Bay Ridge area of Brooklyn sold clothing, pre-cooked meals made with love, herbs they’d grown in their windows and the local gardens, sweet oils, and home-made jewelry. Everyone knew each other, so there were no worries, and it was a way for people to make a little extra money and socialize a bit, too.

It was like a garage sale that went on for an entire block, but put together by some of your best friends in the whole, wide world. It was pleasurable and fun, occurring a few times a year, and oftentimes, they’d offered free refreshments along the way.

“You have the bags?” Aunt Bev asked as she got situated in the backseat of the cab, her plastic bangle bracelets banging a tune.

“Mmm hmmm, right here.” Andrea pulled a few large plastic carriers from her purse, ones they’d use to hold their purchases. “Why couldn’t LeAnn make it this time?” LeAnn was Aunt Bev’s eldest daughter, her cousin, and would often go with them.

“She’s about to pop! Almost due.” Andrea nodded in understanding as she sat up front with the driver. “Said her ankles were swollen so bad, her legs are like tree trunks. I told her she’d better watch out for Woody Woodpecker then.”

Andrea burst out laughing and crossed her arms as she watched the people mingling in the middle of the street. The driver honked at them to move out the way.

“She’ll be okay. Any day now,” Andrea assured.

“So, we took bets. I think she’s gonna finally give me a grandson.” She looked in the rear-view mirror and noted her Aunt smiling big and bold as she pleased. “Erika, Charlotte, Dontae, Travis and Lewis ain’t had nothin’ but girls lately. Now, I love my granddaughters, don’t get me wrong, but it’s time for some more blue blankets and blue clothes in this family. What you think?”

“What I think about what? About more boys needed in the family? A healthy baby of any gender is a blessing to me.”

“No, not that. Do you think LeAnn is having a boy or a girl?”

“Ohhh, Auntie, you know I don’t like to predict that kinda stuff!” She laughed. “I just—”

“You’ve been right more times than wrong about this sort of thing. Just tell me. I promise I won’t say anything.”

Andrea grimaced, knowing that was a lie. Auntie had a heart of gold, but would tell your business before the last sentence had even left your mouth.

“You told me you didn’t like me doing this sort of thing.”

“I don’t. I don’t have to like or understand everything you or the rest of my children do.” Aunt Bev usually called Andrea her daughter, rather than a niece. Besides, she’d been practically a baby when she’d moved in with them. “I accept your choices, though. You know that. Boy or girl?”

“…A boy.”

“AAAAA HAAAA! I knew it!” The woman rolled around in her seat, laughing hysterically, and causing Andrea to smile, too. “It’s about time! She done had three girls in a row. Three bad ass girls. Just as pretty as they wanna be, though.”

“Yeah, they’re really cute.”

“They look just like me, especially Darnell. Kecia is the smartest one though. She got that from me, too.” Andrea chuckled. “Hopefully LeAnn will stay with this boy she’s with now, Andrea.” The woman sucked her teeth. “His name is Maurice. He has a decent job and seems to treat her well. She left Ulysses, then Todd, only a few months after they’d started dating. It was too late though. She was already pregnant. Todd is the father of the last two, ya know. He’s half White, but got an afro big as Texas. It’s nappy, too. You met him, didn’t you? He was at Gertrude’s sixtieth birthday party.”

“Yes, I met Todd. He seemed nice.”

“Now, I’ll admit that Ulysses was a nice lookin’ dude, but was a jive ass turkey. He didn’t do shit but live off of her, and he cheated with a bunch of broads, too, but Todd? Now that was a good man.”

“Why’d they break up?”

“She said he was boring. Can you believe that?! LeAnn isn’t happy, Andrea, unless she got some fool up under her! If the guy ain’t worth a damn, then she wants him. Guaranteed. I love my daughter, the Lord knows I do, ’Drea, but when it comes to men, she’s about as smart as a wad of gum stuck beneath a desk.”

Andrea held back the urge to laugh. She surely didn’t want to encourage Aunt Bev, get her started. Aunt Bev had had plenty of children with her uncle. Yet, despite the fact she and Andrea did not share a blood relationship, Aunt Bev was the woman she regarded as a mother.

“You ever talk to my uncle Ron lately?” Andrea hadn’t spoken to Uncle Ronald in a couple of years. He tended to drift from place to place, and ever since he’d gotten hooked on heroin in 1968, the family barely knew his whereabouts. Word had it that he was now using cocaine at an alarming rate, and had almost OD’d several times.

“Nah, baby.” She turned around and noted her aunt digging in her purse and sadly shaking her head. “I haven’t spoken to him in almost a year. He stopped by last Christmas, but I didn’t let him in. He was sweating real bad and looking wild in the eyes. He scared me. He was asking to come inside and visit. I lied and told him my boyfriend was there, and turned him away. I know he just wanted to get some money. I had some of my grandbabies in there playing and watching cartoons. He’s still a junkie, ’Drea. I don’t know what he’s on nowadays, but he’s definitely on something. He’s dying a bit faster than the rest of us. In fact, he may already be dead.”

Andrea slowly faced forward again, her stomach knotting. Uncle Ronald had struggled most of his life, according to Auntie. If he wasn’t trying to find decent income to take care of his ever-growing family, then it was the pressures of society—just trying to make it. She’d liked her Uncle Ronald, though honestly, he was a fairly quiet man. Never said a whole lot. She didn’t know what he liked and didn’t like, and couldn’t describe his personality. Now, as an adult, Andrea figured he may not have spoken up often, but on the inside, he was a time bomb, loud as could be.

He’d also been the only one of her family members who’d volunteered to take her in after her parents passed away. He and Aunt Bev had insisted, despite having so many children of their own, including one in the oven at the time. It had been crowded and crazy during those days in her life, but she’d grown up strong and grateful. They’d been poor, and had sometimes gone to bed hungry, but love abounded. Every birthday, there’d be a home-made cake and at least one toy, even if it was from the five and dime store. It would be wrapped in pretty paper and presented with a great big bow.

Aunt Bev would have all of the children do drawings and make birthday cards each time one of their birthdays rolled around. There’d be music and balloons, and ice cream, too. They’d make a way out of no way.

Soon, they arrived at their destination. Andrea paid the cab driver and the two climbed out the car, giddy, arm in arm. Thelma Houston’s, ‘Don’t Leave Me This Way’ poured out of the radio from a nearby magazine stand. They began their hunt for treasures and gifts for the upcoming holidays. After about twenty minutes of finding nothing worthy with the exception of some chocolate chip cookies in pretty tin boxes, they headed into a store and purchased a couple sodas to quench their thirst. Aunt Bev was telling everyone’s business, usually the bad stuff, causing Andrea to laugh, yet feel bad at the same time for finding the way Auntie told the tales amusing, and enjoying the gossip, too.

“That’s where Carmen lives.” She pointed ahead to a brownstone. “She always has the black pepper I like, and she sells her old high heels. We wear the same size. Carmen used to be a dancer. Maybe you’ll find some threads, if she’s selling any, for when you and your little hot stuff friends go out to the disco.”

“That sounds like a good idea. I’m always looking for something special.” Her aunt nodded in agreement. Off they went towards the home. On their way, a Puerto Rican man with slick black and silver hair and one lazy eye approached Aunt Bev. He was loud, and by the way he wobbled around, he was drunk as could be, too. It was obvious to Andrea that back in his day, he’d been probably quite handsome – before the drugs and alcohol had taken him down.

“A, I know you! Bevuhlee! How’ve been doin’, baby?” He stumbled about, barely able to hold his cigarette straight.

Aunt Beverly put her hand on her hip and winced.

“Luis, I haven’t seen you since, I think, 1972. It’s been a long time. I see you’ve been treating yourself like a trashcan. And smellin’ like one, too. What do you want?”

The man burst out laughing, exposing a missing front tooth beneath his scraggly mustache.

“I haven’t seen you in a while, foxy lady, but I never fuhget a face! Ohhh weee! You still look good, baby.” He offered a sinister grin, doused in lust. “’Member that time I came by, licked all up and down your big, black, bouncy ass, and we—”

“Hush up. My daughter is standing here,” Auntie stated sternly. Andrea ran her tongue along her upper lip to keep from laughing. The man’s eyes shifted to her, then back to Aunt Bev.

“She can join in, too!” He burst out laughing again, this time all by himself.

“Don’t nobody wanna join you in anything but to turn the water on for you to take a bath. Full fuckin’ blast, on yo’ funky ass.”

“I just need a little help, sugar. A little dough. Hey, baby, you got some bread I can hold? Maybe your pretty daughter does?”

“No,” she spat, her tone short. “We don’t have nothing for you.”

“What about—”

“I don’t have anything for you, Luis.”

“Come on now, girl! Remember all the good times we had? I know you got a little pocket change on you, damn it!” His tone turned desperate, rigid with anger and the pressure of hurting bad if he didn’t get his next fix.

“Don’t ask me for shit. I ain’t got nothing on me, and don’t you dare fix your mouth to speak to my child again, and ask her for a dime. Don’t ask me for no pussy, either.” Her eyes shifted about as she spoke through gritted teeth, as if that in some way made it more of a whisper, and hard to hear. “I left that at home, too.”

Andrea burst out laughing and turned away.

“You left your pussy at home?” The man’s brow rose, as if he were genuinely confused, trying to figure it all out.

“I sure as hell did, Luis. The only thing I got on me right now is a pistol. You want some of that? I’m more than happy to share!”

The man huffed and cursed, then stomped off. Andrea was laughing so hard, her stomach began to hurt.

“Baby, you’ll have to forgive your Auntie Bev. I had a weak moment many, many years ago after your uncle and I divorced, so I slept with that fool. Luis was fine as wine back then, but I tell you what, if you want a good screw, baby, get you an Average Joe, or an ugly man. These pretty mothafuckas can’t fuck. It was the worst two and a half seconds of my life.”

Andrea was done for now, barely able to stand up as the giggles took over.

“Girl, when you laugh, you look just like your mother.” Aunt Bev grinned.

Andrea’s laughter slowly subsided, and so did her smile.

“You know Claudia looked just like Diahann Carroll. Your mama and that woman were practically splitting images of each other. Claudia was so pretty… God bless her, and rest her soul.” Aunt Bev looped her arm around hers and gave her a squeeze.

They walked a few more feet, then Andrea paused.

“Auntie, can I tell you something?”

“Yes. What is it, honey?”

“I know everyone said that my parents died in a car accident while driving back from Jersey, but that never sat right with me. It always bothered me. Is that really all that happened?”

Aunt Beverly looked at her real strange.

“Yes, baby, that’s all that happened. It was an unfortunate tragedy. The weather was bad, and there were lots of accidents that evening all over town. I’m just thankful you weren’t in the car with them. You were home sick with a babysitter. God stepped in and saved you by giving you a cold, as far as I was concerned. Now, come on. We’ve got some shopping to do. Maybe Carmen will have that oil sheen for your itchy scalp…”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Straight Shooter
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Rule 11: Keep Your Word.

…A few days later

“Fred, I’m tellin’ ya not to go over there. They’ll chew you up and spit you out.” Angelo leaned against the white wall, holding a cigarette in one hand and the restaurant phone in the other. He and an old colleague had agreed to meet for lunch at Lanza’s Restaurant on 1st Avenue, in the East Village. Fred had called him there, knowing his schedule for the day, saying it was important. Turned out to be a hair-brained scheme ol’ Freddy boy wanted his blessing on. He could forget about it.

“Do you realize how much money I could make, man?! My wife, the kids… I could be set up for life, Angelo. Never have to work in another warehouse again.”

“What the hell is wrong with you? Ya think they’re gonna promise you that kinda dough and not want anything in return? These are not the kinda guys you wanna get involved with, Fred. They’re fuckin’ animals. Wild dogs hunting for fresh meat.”

“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. Patrick is a standup guy!”

“Oh, really? Why in the fuck did ya call me then? Interrupt me while I’m out?”

Fred huffed on the other end.

“I just wanted your opinion.”

“Nah, you wanted me to say ‘go for it.’ Well, the joke’s on you.”

“Okay, cool it, would jah? Just listen. I have experience, ya dig?”

“Experience? You’re not applyin’ to be the fuckin’ milkman.”

“It won’t be long term. Just a couple times, maybe three. And you’re one to talk about wild dogs,” Fred whined. “You and I are friends, and God knows you’re a dog in a suit. Go ahead and bark.”

Angelo smirked, took a puff of his cigarette, then placed it in the ashtray on a counter nearby.

“Yeah? Well, I know how to handle myself around shmucks like them, and I may have some doggish ways, Fred, but I know not to bite the hand that feeds me. This isn’t the life for you, man. You were doing the small shit years ago, I understand it, but you were young and wanted a taste. I was born into this shit, Fred. You want to taste a slice of this razorblade pie, but I’m the recipe. You and I are not the same.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re a good guy. Leave what you did back there, in the past. Don’t get in the mud with these guys.”

“Angelo, I gotta just—”

“You’ll never come out clean. Stay square. Play it safe.” He could hear Fred grumbling. Fred was no hustler, pimp, robber, mobster, killer, peddler, dealer or gangster. Hell, he could barely stand the sight of blood. He reflected on their outing at the tit club, and how Fred had looked as if he was going to piss himself. The world had changed since the bastard had dipped his toe in the black pond. The dark side of business.

“This could be life changing, Angelo.”

“Yeah. Being dead is life changin’, too. Permanently. That crew always has shit up their sleeve, man. I wouldn’t trust them to hold a dented tin can. Just ask my cousin, Luciano. Ya like Luciano, right? So if ya don’t believe me, try him out for size. He’s got no dog in the fight. He knows ’em well, works with ’em from time to time out of necessity, but keeps a safe distance. Patrick is the ring leader, as you know, but he’s a loser. He’s a fuckin’ drunk, like my brother.” From the nearest window, he observed a lady in a floppy black hat walk by. She looked a bit like his mother. “He has a hair trigger temper when intoxicated, so that’s most of the damn time. Luciano said he’s a fuckin’ loose cannon.”

Luciano’s specialty business dealings revolved around illegal gambling – horse races, amateur boxing matches, things of that nature. He also moonlighted as a bodyguard. Sometimes small scale drug sales were involved, too. At times, the two jobs went hand-in-hand. His cousin knew a lot of damn people in the city, and so he also knew who not to trust. They were alike that way. People got black-balled all the time if word got around they’d stiffed someone, or tried to get one over.

“It’s never a cuddly and cute time with them, Fred. Just stay the fuck away. For your own sake.”

“Angelo, you always talk to me like I’m some chump, a fuckin’ kid.” Angelo reached behind him for a glass of Scotch and chugged it. “Just because I’ve known ya since we were in diapers doesn’t mean anything. I know how to take care of myself, and what do ya mean… don’t go over there and stay square? Who do ya think you’re talkin’ to?”

“I mean exactly what the hell I said, and I’m evidently talkin’ to a fuckin’ idiot.” Angelo pulled up his white shirt sleeve and glanced at his watch. “You wanna talk about diapers, huh? You’ll end up in diapers all right, unable to control the shit comin’ outta your fuckin’ ass when they shoot ya in the spine for a measly thirty bucks. They have no fuckin’ respect. Not an ounce of integrity. They don’t follow any rules; there’s no family loyalty, no honor, principles, not a fuckin’ care in the world, Fred.” He took a drag of his cigarette. “Men who don’t care are sloppy. They’re bound to fuck something important up, something that will land them in jail or pushin’ up daisies. These guys would sell their wives’ cunts to anyone wavin’ a cum-stained buck. They’re just a bunch of brainless punks with guns. You’re in over your head.”

“Rich brainless punks. Don’t forget that part. I—”

“Look, Pietro will be here any minute. You need to listen to me, Fred. This is serious.”

Fred had dealt in drug trafficking on and off since they were teenagers. It started with marijuana, then Quaaludes, now cocaine. The problem was, the FEDs were watching everyone closely in the narcotic circles these days. Not because they gave a shit about morals, or the people dwelling in the ghettos getting high to help life go by, but they wanted a slice of the profit pie. If they couldn’t get fat off you, you’d be looking at twenty years in the penitentiary. Since Fred’s hours at his job had gotten cut back, he’d decided to dabble in distribution once more. Desperate. Angelo had already loaned him a significant sum of cash over the last six months, which he’d yet to pay back.

Regardless, he wasn’t going to break Fred’s legs over it. He was a friend from back in the day, and one of the few people he could trust – but he made it clear that the bank of Angelo Ferrari was closed, and he’d need to pull himself up by his own bootstraps, like everyone else. Dealing with a local hood like Patrick Murphy, and his chump pal, Kasen Margo, a big-time supplier, wasn’t quite what Angelo had had in mind when he’d urged Fred to get his life in order. Murphy was careless and disorganized to the extreme, and the ring leader to a group of infamous meatheads who were planted all over the city in charge of delivering product, many of them strung out themselves. Now he wanted to add Fred to his flock of fools. His friend was too fucking naïve to see the ulterior motive. Murphy wanted him for his connections, and it had little to do with merit.

“Ahhh, Angelo, ya worry too much, ya know? Besides, this isn’t your line of work. Ya don’t know much about it.”

“I know enough. Don’t do this shit. Leave Murphy alone. He’s bad news. Look, I see Pietro comin’. We’re having a meeting, like I told you. I have to go. Watch your ass, Fred, before someone blows it to pieces. I can’t babysit you all fuckin’ day.”

Disconnecting the call, he made his way over to a private dining room at the back of the restaurant that Pietro Puccini had reserved. Angelo had been there plenty of times to know the routine. Contrary to his specific request to come alone, Pietro had two other guys with him. Who the fuck are these clowns? Nevertheless, he played it cool when Pietro made his way over to him with a bright, overly friendly smile, then gave him a quick hug.

“Ciao, amico mio.”

“Hello to you too, Pietro.” Angelo checked out the other guys, who stood there like schmucks. “Who the fuck are you?” Angelo pointed to a wide one wearing a fancy black and white checkered suit. He looked like an entire kitchen floor. The man’s eyes were dark and beady, set deep into pale, doughy flesh. Angelo sniffed the air and his stomach churned. A strange, sweet stench came off the guy. Sweat and horrible cologne. Fucking sickening.

“I’m Mario,” the man stated. His full lips were ruby red and shiny, like a lip gloss effect.

Angelo sucked his teeth, then turned away, not bothering to say hello or shake the hand of the uninvited guest. The shorter, skinny one stood between Pietro and Mario. A man he didn’t like at first glance.

“And you?” Angelo puffed on his cigarette.

The guy crossed his arms and stared him down without saying a word.

“Angelo, these are a couple partners of mine. Nothin’ to worry about, old friend. Nothin’ to worry about. Mario is my nephew, and Eduardo here is a dear friend who has outstanding negotiation skills.”

In other words, Pietro believed Angelo would drive a hard bargain, and they’d somehow get stiffed or pay too much for his services without some sort of mouthpiece. A verbal enforcer. Eduardo glared at him, then offered a creepy little smile.

They settled around the table, Pietro to his right, Eduardo across from him, and Mario to his left. An hour in, empty drink glasses covered the table, large plates of pasta sat half eaten, bread baskets had been replenished a couple of times, wine glasses filled, and cigars butts crammed the ashtrays.

“You’re that good, huh?” Mario asked, slurping a forkful of spaghetti through his piehole.

“He’s the best,” Pietro interjected. “Angelo here is a fuckin’ keeper. He’s the notorious Casper, but in-house, we call him the enforcer.” Pietro removed his wallet from his pants pocket and slapped it on the table. “I’m paying for our lunch today. I insist. Hey, Angelo, how many times have we worked together, huh? Twice?”

“Three times. It’s been three times, Pietro.”

Pietro’s people were the kind of guys who hired others to do all their dirty work. They were stinkin’ rich and make-believe mobsters known as RCLs, rich cowardly lions, who rarely got their hands filthy. Besides, shooting to kill wasn’t for everyone. At least they were aware of their limitations. Most crime families handled their own business, and they also had a trusted few who were no blood relation to get things done. Angelo was one of those men. Pietro’s grandfather had hired his pops, and so, the baton had been passed.

Angelo was just glad that Pietro realized the men of his ilk weren’t like him, but they had the wherewithal to pull a guy like him into the fold. And now, he’d brought these two castrated idiots to join in on the fun.

I don’t like this guy. Something about the short one rubbed him the wrong way, and he just couldn’t shake it.

“My family trusts him,” Pietro explained to Eduardo who kept asking personal questions, as if he needed to be impressed before things could move forward. “I’ve known Angelo for years. Trust doesn’t come easy.” Angelo nodded in agreement. “So, how much for the property in Queens?” Pietro rolled a toothpick between his teeth.

The man spoke in code. One could never be certain who was listening.

“It’s two stories.” Meaning two people. “I’ll charge accordingly.”

“In good condition?” A devious glint shone in Pietro’s eye. By this he meant: Do you think you can handle two at once?

“Excellent condition, Pietro.”

Mario, the human black and white kitchen floor, opened his gateway and belched, then straightened his tie. It was a nice one worth showing off, indeed. Angelo watched Mario with amusement as he wrapped his fork around a bunch of spaghetti and stuff it in his mouth.

“So, Angelo, here’s the thing,” Eduardo chimed in, unsolicited. “We’re the ones that need this building for a library. It’s a prime location.”

Pietro nodded in agreement.

“How old is the structure you’re wanting?” Angelo questioned, needing more information about the targets. “I might have some other properties if this isn’t what you need.”

“The building is thirty-eight or forty years old, give or take.”

“All right, all right. Nothin’ classic then. What about the last spot you had? Why didn’t it work out?” And with this he was asking exactly what they needed done.

“Well, it just wasn’t big enough. Some structural issues. There wasn’t a flood or anything like that, though. A little roof damage, but that was repaired. It’s in a quiet part of town, which was nice, but it was hard for some people to get to it if they were, say, comin’ from Queens. I know you can appreciate that.”

So, they essentially meant his quarries would be at home. No torture, no huge clean up. They’d get them moved out of there for him after he finished with the job. Also, he was being asked to use a silencer to make a clean shot to the head because the area was highly populated. Apparently the two targets had been ducking and dodging Pietro’s men, knowing they were on the look-out for them. Eduardo had also specified in code that the targets weren’t women. Pietro knew how he felt about killing women or children.

“All right. My starting price for a two story place like this is—”

“Look, Pietro here is hesitant to lay it all out for ya. He wants to be nice, but I’m not nice. I’m about business,” the short fucker interrupted, then sat up straight as if he were some well-known diplomat. Someone demanding deference. “We want a fair price, Mr. Feral.”

“Ferrari. My last name is Ferrari.” Angelo casually tapped some ashes into the ashtray.

The man shrugged like he didn’t give a shit. “Yeah, Ferrari, Feral.” He chuckled. “Honest mistake. Anyway, we should get the building fairly cheap, considering it’s full of niggers, faggots, and spics. I’ve been over there to the property several times.” Angelo kept translating the words in his head. What he meant was these two punks weren’t high on the totem pole, and they hung around riff raff. “They’re down in that area of town, and the niggers hang out all fuckin’ night, doing what monkeys do, getting in the way and tossing around bananas. The fuckin’ fairies are out clubbin’ and druggin’ all night, too, and they’re the first to squeal like scared bitches, as soon as the police ask to see their ID.

So both targets were married. Angelo would have to make sure their wives aren’t around so they wouldn’t be able to ID him, before he struck.

“The spics are too busy tryna get somethin’ for nothin’, so if they see ya in action tryna sell the building, they’ll know their days are numbered for living there. They’ll—”

“A, Eduardo,” Pietro interrupted, his eyes darting frantically from Angelo to him. “Thanks, but I’ll take it from here.”

“No, I’ve got it.” The punk waved him off. “They’ll blackmail you, or threaten to report ya as a slumlord. You know how it goes? Lower their rent or else.” That was code for: It’s a crowded area; there’s crime. They don’t live in a good part of town. Do this right, make sure you’re alone. There could be witnesses who will try to extort you.

Angelo rolled his thumb over his ring. The rich, savory flavor of the ribeye he’d just eaten overwhelmed his palate. He carefully took a sip of his wine and set the glass down.

“So, with all that being said, let’s negotiate. There’s factors, but uh, it’s a piece of cake. Especially for a guy like you, right? I mean, I heard you pretty much choose to live in squalor. That’s a good cover by the way, so it’s not like you’ll have tuh rough it. You’re used to it!” The guy chuckled. Angelo smoked casually and kept his eye on the piece of shit. “To be totally frank with ya, Angelo, I’m sure you’re amazin’, but you’re not the only realtor in town, and your goin’ rental rate is inflated. In fact, it’s highway robbery.”

Pietro cleared his throat and his eyes widened as he shot his friend a worried look. Angelo laughed real easy like.

“Pietro, relax. It’s okay. Really.” Angelo smirked at the man sitting across the table from him, then brought his cigarette to his lips. What a son of a bitch. Shop talk always consisted of coding. It was a safe bet, and most idiots could decipher it, read between the lines. However, rarely had he heard such despicable analogies. Such wretchedness. This was no longer code, or shop talk. This guy was laying it all out on the table, venting… and of all people, to Angelo.

“Uh, Edwardo, Angelo here is pretty, uh, open-minded, ya could say. He probably doesn’t like—”

“Monkeys, huh?” Angelo cut Pietro off. “Bitchy faggot ass fairies and entitled spics…”

“Yeah. That sums it up.” The man reached for a glass of wine and sipped it in a dainty sort of fashion. As if he were made of class.

“Uh, Edwardo, I fucking insist that I do the talking from here on out,” Pietro warned with a frown, his face flushed now.

“Why? You said ya wanted me to help handle him, Pietro.” The pussy looked downright perplexed.

“Handle me?” Angelo grinned, then laughed.

“Ya said he was a hard negotiator. But he seems perfectly reasonable to me.” Edwardo smiled, turning back towards him. “Isn’t that right? You’ll be fair, now won’t cha?”

“Edwardo, first let me say that negotiations are a mixture of art and science. They are what we, that being me and Pietro, as grown men, sit down and do. Pietro knows this.” He pointed at Pietro and winked. “I have no issue with working out a deal he and I can both can hang our hats on, but I don’t ever, and I mean, ever, want to see your fuckin’ face or hear your fuckin’ voice again.” He glared at him, and it took all of his strength not to drag the bastard across the table and beat his brains out. “If you ever see me coming in your direction, you cross the fuckin’ street and you do it fast.” He pointed an accusing finger at him.

“What the hell is wrong with you? You’re not rare, ya know? You’re a dime a fuckin’ dozen! A dimwitted muscle!”

“Edwardo, shut the fuck up!” Pietro got to his feet and grabbed the guy’s shoulder. Angelo took another slow draw from his cigarette, then leaned forward. The wide one kept right on eating, barely pausing.

“Let me give you a little bit of advice, Ed. You don’t have to like anyone ya don’t want to. It’s a fuckin’ free country as they say, right?” He smiled and tossed up his hands. “In fact, I hate most people I meet myself.” He shrugged. “But see, here’s the problem, hot shot.”

“What’s the problem, boogie man?” the guy taunted with a huge grin.

“The problem, you runny cum shot that your dog-fucking and Huckleberry Hound dick suckin’ bitch of a mother should’ve swallowed, is that you sat here, and you fuckin’ disrespected me.”

Eduardo’s eyes darkened.

“I didn’t fuckin’ disrespect you. In fact, I paid your crazy ass a compliment, you pompous fucker!” the man yelled angrily, turning to Pietro, no doubt for support. “My mother! Did you hear what the hell he said about my mother?!”

“Ed! For the love of God, just don’t talk to him that way! Ya don’t wanna talk to Angelo that way!” Pietro warned.

“No, man! Fuck this shit. How in the hell did I disrespect you?” he asked Angelo.

“Fags. Monkeys. Spics. I don’t personally understand any sexual attraction between men. I find the shit weird. It’s like swinging two bats together and no one gets a home run. Where’s the fuckin’ dugout? Regardless of how I feel about it though, it’s really none of my fucking business, now is it? And it’s not yours either, I can promise you that. Two grown men can do whatever the hell they wanna do. They don’t need anyone’s permission.” He shrugged. “What is my business is the way this meeting is going. I don’t like it. And I don’t like you.”

“You need us as much as we need you. I didn’t let cha just set your price and—”

“You brought your dorky, imaginary lawyer façade wit’ ya and tried to smack me in the face with it. You sat down with someone ya don’t fuckin’ know—you don’t know shit about negotiations, and definitely nothing about me.” He licked his lower lip as he pointed to himself. “Then ya started shootin’ off at the gotdamn mouth, and Pietro here thought that bringing you would help him. He thought that was a brilliant fuckin’ idea for some stupid reason. Incredible.” Angelo cracked up laughing. It was almost hilarious. Pietro’s blood drained from his face. “That was unwise.”

“So, ya don’t like me sayin’ faggot?” The guy threw up his hands. “Like you’ve never said it!”

“What are ya? Slow? It’s intention, you dumb fuck. When I say it, I’m not tryna demean anyone, just callin’ them what they are, but even with that, I try to show some fuckin’ respect. How do ya know I don’t have a gay friend, huh? A faggot brother or fruity cousin who I think is a swell guy?” He took another toke of his cigarette. “If I did have a faggot friend or cousin, I’d still care about ’em, and wouldn’t want the likes of a weasel such as you talking shit about ’em. You know your intention when ya say shit like that, and so do I. You think you’re such a man, huh?” He sneered. “I know some gay guys who would mop the fuckin’ floor with you.”

“Oh yeah? I’d like to see ’em try it.” The bastard smirked.

“Yeah? They’ve got more manhood in their baby finger than you have in your entire Hervé Villechaize, ‘Ze plane! Ze plane!’ miniature body. Isn’t that funny? Someone the size of a chunk uh cat shit, talkin’ smack.”

“Fuck you, man!”

“Eduardo, no!” Pietro waved his finger, as if chastising a child.

“Ya don’t like it, do you? See how that feels when it’s turned in your direction, you delicate pussy. Dish it, but can’t take it. Spics, huh? I know some fine Puerto Ricans. They’re good men. I know some reckless Puerto Ricans, too. There are unscrupulous people of every color in this world, you idiot. And you’re one of ’em. You’re a hanger-on. You’re not one of us.” He pointed towards Mario who was now looking up from his plate, but still chewing. “Even this anthropological vacuum ova here has more class than you.”

“You really think you’re somethin’ special.” Ed chuckled.

“I don’t think it. I know it. And you’re insecure. You feel the need to knock someone else down so you can stand on their back and appear taller. The short hits just keep on comin’.” Angel extinguished his cigarette and lit another one in a matter of seconds.

The guy snorted. He believed him to be joking.

“Anything else you wanna whine about, Mr. White Jesse Jackson?” the guy teased.

“Jesus H. Christ! Ed, just shut up already,” Mario barked with food in his mouth.

“Look, Angelo, I’m sorry about this. I don’t know what’s gotten into Ed. I—”

“Don’t apologize for me, Pietro. I’m not fuckin’ sorry. Let’s just blow this taco stand. This motherfucker can’t take a joke! I was just funnin’ ya. He—”

“Ed, shut tha fuck up!” Pietro screamed at the top of his lungs, his eyes wild.

“Before you go, Eduardo, I want to address one more point.”

“Oh, really? Go right ahead. Be my guest… ya fuckin’ jackass.” The man got to his feet and began to button up his suit jacket.

“The monkeys you mentioned? That’s interesting, because last I checked, my woman doesn’t live in a zoo.” Out the corner of his eye, he noticed Pietro’s shoulder’s slump, and then, he looked down and shook his head.

“Shit…” Pietro mumbled.

“She doesn’t swing from trees, either. My ol’ lady is Black, motherfucker. I’d love to tear out your damn tongue for the shit you’ve said to me today, then sauté it in a nice garlic butter sauce and feed it to Mario here, without blinkin’ an eye.” Mario’s eyes widened. Ed’s darkened. “Watch your fuckin’ mouth around me. It’s real fucked up how we Italians here in the city can’t seem to get along with the Blacks, and the Blacks with us. We’re at each other’s necks. We actually have a lot in common, if ya think about it, but fuckers like you get off on that racist shit. Instead of judgin’ someone by how they move, you judge ’em for how they come into the world. How they’re born. As if any of us have a say in whose cojones we’re shot from and whose pussy we slide out of. Fuckin’ pathetic is what you are. Now, I think you’ve got the message. This is a warning. I rarely give warnings.” He waved his cigarette coolly in the guy’s direction. “But on behalf of my friend Pietro here, I’m givin’ you one. And only one.”

Edwardo burst out laughing. So did Pietro, his was a nervous sound. Angelo followed suit with a cackle of his own.

“Ohhh! I get it now. Why didn’t ya just say so? You’re fucking a nigger. Protective of the spook. Here’s a little friendly warning. One and only one,” he mocked, holding up his finger. “I’ve heard jungle pussy is great. In fact, I have it on my bucket list, but it can get ya in trouble. See, they breed like fuckin’ rats, Angelo. And before ya know it, she’ll be givin’ birth to watermelon seeds, fried chicken legs and zebras! Good luck findin’ out which one is yours. They have bastard litters—… AHHHH! Fuck!” The table turned over, the loud crash radiating throughout the room as Angelo grabbed the fucker by the throat with one hand and lifted him up off the ground with the other, while still holding onto his cigarette. Mario stood back, his jaws working hard while swallowing the last bit of his food. Pietro yelled and screamed, begging. Desperate.

The bastard kicked his legs about, dangling, and his face was turning red as a tomato. He began to gasp for air as he clawed at his fingers.

“Angelo… Angelo! Please! Put him down! He doesn’t know what he’s talkin’ about. He’s high! I was just tryna show ’im the ropes but he took it too far! He’s an idiot, not worth it! Cool it, man… come on!” Pietro begged.

Angelo started to crush the tendons and larynx. Squeeze, and squeeze, and squeeze, until the bastard looked on the verge of passing out. Only then did he let him drop to the floor like a sack of shit. He whipped out his gun with the attached silencer.

“Angelo, no. NO!”

Pointing the weapon at Eduardo, he shot him point blank in the head. Execution style.

Eduardo lay lifeless, his mouth agape, his eyes wide open. A costly lesson learned.

“Fuck… fuck!” Pietro fisted his hands as Angelo calmly and gracefully pulled out his wallet and threw a few bills down onto the table. “Awww, man! Fuck! Awww, Angelo! Why’d ya have to do it?! What am I gonna tell his family? Fuck!” He pulled at his hair.

“You think I give a shit what you tell this piece of trash’s family?” He chuckled. “Here’s some bread. That should cover my wine and that fine steak I had. Thanks for the offer, but I don’t need you to buy my lunch. Now Pietro, when I tell you to come alone, next time, maybe you’ll take my advice.” He stepped over Eduardo’s dead body and made to leave. “This one is on the house. I did you a favor. Buona giornata. Now, I’m certain you’ll be in touch. After all, you still have a two story building you want to buy…”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Confessions of the Wicked
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Rule 12: Trust no one but your own soul.

“When’s the last time you’ve played Cribbage?” Andrea wiggled her pretty dark red painted toes, one adorned with a gold ring, as they sat on the floor drinking chilled Blue Nun wine out of the bottle.

“I don’t know. A long time.” He stroked his jaw and shifted slightly with his back pressed against her couch. His belly was full from a hearty dinner, and the aroma of the flavorful fried pork chops she’d cooked lingered in the living room. She’d even put a sprig of parsley on the side of the plate, made it real fancy.

He cocked his head to the side and studied her, the beautiful spirit that she was, admiring all that he was not. Leaning across from him against a navy blue and taupe bean bag, she wore a long, sheer yellow dress with tiny pink tulips around the collar, and one white flower in her curly hair, tucked behind her ear. When the light hit her just right, he could see from the outline of her breasts as they moved with her breathing that she was braless. Traveling his gaze down, he noted her white panties wrapped around the curve of her wide, womanly hips.

“All right, so, this is how we do this. I’m the dealer. I’m going to deal you six cards, but you—”

“Only use four.” He winked. “It’s comin’ back to me now.”

Her smile was so pretty, it gave him pause. He leaned forward and caressed her face with his thumb. The scent of strong Tibetan Musk incense floated throughout the apartment along with the sounds of ‘I Just Wanna Stop,’ by Gino Vannelli. He stroked her feet and was met with giggles.

“Ticklish?”

“A little.”

They began to play the game, and he’d pause to sip some wine then take a drag from her cigarette, appreciative of her red lipstick around the filter before placing his own lips around it.

“For someone who hasn’t played in a while, you sure know how to give me a run for my money.” She chortled.

“I don’t like to lose.” He studied the cards he had left. “Especially if it can be avoided. Most errors are due to sloppiness.”

She regarded him with a blank expression, but he knew her various looks now, and what they meant. He’d watched her carefully, since the first moment they’d met. He’d learned her body, the way it moved. He studied her facial expressions when he made love to her, gathering what her pleasure looked like, and what teetered on pain for her. Daily, he dissected her mind, digging deep to find out how she thought, what she held near and dear, and what triggered her. He was one of those triggers. And yet, here the fuck they were. Together. In a damn relationship. Courting. Loving one another a bit more with each moment.

Andrea communicated not just with her mouth, but the hooding of her eyes, a well-placed sigh, a cock of her head, and a mischievous grin. She cherished about her family, friends, her readings, her clients. She cared about being respected, too. Some parts of her remained a mystery, and he was hellbent on unravelling her, ribbon by ribbon.

They kept on playing cards and as time passed, he realized just how incredibly relaxed he was. Breathing normally, enjoying himself. He wasn’t looking over his shoulder, or reaching for one of his guns simply to feel the comforting cold metal against his hip. He didn’t have a desire to cut the visit short and run away. In fact, he treasured each second as if it were pure gold.

He wondered a time or two if she’d put him under some spell, because he couldn’t stop thinking about her. She was always on his mind. He hadn’t felt this way in so long, he’d almost forgotten that such romantic feelings existed. The yearning to know her.

She invited me over here tonight to have dinner and play cards. An offer I couldn’t refuse.

It had been a long while since he’d been in a relationship. Something about Andrea, and her allowing him in her personal space, let him know that he was special to her. He wasn’t a client. He was her man. She was aware of who and what he was, down to his bones. Something he seldom discussed with anyone, especially with a woman he was interested in, and yet, because of her abilities, there was absolutely no way to keep her in the dark about such matters – the essence of all that was Angelo Ferrari. He wasn’t a good person, nor did he pretend to be. But he could be good to her.

She looked at her cards while absently massaging his feet.

“You can tell a lot about a man from his hands and feet. I’ve already looked at your hands. Right now, I’m talkin’ about your feet,” she said after a while.

“Really? Feet tell stories, huh? Like what?” He tilted the wine bottle to his mouth and took a sip.

“It tells me how the guy who has them feels about himself.”

He swallowed. “You read feet like ya read palms?”

They offered each other a smile.

“No, but… it’s just funny, ya know? You take care of your feet. Toenails clipped. They’re moisturized. Clean. You care about your appearance, even the parts of you most don’t see.”

“Why wouldn’t I? If ya feet hurt, ya can’t operate well. If anything, it’s a reason to be even more on top of shit like that. Feet fucked up? Can’t move around right. There aren’t any spare feet lyin’ around. Gotta take care of the ones you have. I don’t shave my toes or nothin’ like that though. What ya see is what ya get. Men have hair. We’re fuckin’ bears. That’s why we like women; you’re smooth like honey.” She chuckled at that. “So you read feet, and I read curved spines that let me know a beautiful lady like yourself stands all day. Then ya come home, clean your crib, cook me a delicious dinner, give me wine, jokes to laugh at, and play card games with me. You know how to make a guy feel good, ya know that? You’re all woman. My kinda woman.” Her eyes narrowed on him and he winked at the lady who captivated his heart. “You just reminded me of something, with this feet talk stuff.”

“What?”

“See, my cousin, Luciano, when we were kids, used to say I had feet like a rabbit’s.”

She laughed.

“Awww! That’s mean.”

He shrugged. “Mean but true. I was the tallest kid in the family. Everything on me seemed exaggerated, stretched out. I used to even trip over ’em sometimes. They’d get in the way.” He took another gulp of wine and waited for her to take her turn, throw a card down or draw.

“That reminds me, Angelo. Let me ask you something.” She drew a card. He did the same.

“Yeah, what is it?”

“What were you like as a kid?”

“Hmmm.” He grinned, memories flooding him. “A smart ass, I guess ya could say. I had a zest for life though, ya know?” She nodded. “But I used to hate how some kids wouldn’t wanna be around me and my brothers and sisters, ’cause their families were afraid of my father, see? I was outgoing as a kid. I wanted to play with everyone, joke around, ride a bike with my friends. Smoke cigarettes I stole from my ol’ man, shit like that.” He shrugged. “Wanted to do everything with everyone, and be everywhere, all the time. I’d talk to anyone. Play with anybody. I never saw color. Hell, I even played ball with a girl a few times if she could hold ’er own, but I always had to be boss. Had to be in charge. We didn’t live in the best part of town, but we were always dressed nice. Never hungry. My mother was big into appearances, despite the inside being dirty as hell.”

“Your childhood home was dirty?”

“Nah, that’s not what I mean. It was clean. I’m talking about how she treated us. How they both treated us kids.” He placed his cards face down and ran his thumb over his cuticle. “My mother was phony. She smiled to everyone and waved and put on a big fuckin’ show for the outside world, made it seem like she was the cat’s meow, a doting mom and wife, but on the inside, she was ugly. There was a lot of hitting. Beatings.” The pressure of his lips drawing tight as he gathered his thoughts made him sick. But he pulled out of it and kept talking. “All of us got it. It was routine. She drank a lot, too. Later in life she blamed her violent behavior on that, but that’s just who she was. Even sober, she was angry and mean. Call some of us stupid, shit like that. She wasn’t a good mother. Not a good person, either. She slapped my sister so hard one time, she blacked out. All because Jenny couldn’t find her fuckin’ shawl in time for one of our uncle’s funerals. My mother is a fuckin’ monster.”

“Did you get it from her?” Andrea’s face filled with concern.

“Get what from her? Being a monster? Is that what you’re saying?”

“No, baby. I meant how you go around hiding things? On the outside you’re always impeccable. No one would know what you do by looking at you. But your inside, well, it’s dirty… like my old apartment where I grew up with my cousins. It smells like rotten roses and sweet shit. That’s where you got it, baby. Your mother taught you how to hide… in plain sight…”

He contemplated her words, then smirked.

“Maybe you’re right, witchy woman. Never really thought about it. Anyway.” He collected his cards again, fanned them, and studied them. “As a kid, I could never stay in just one place, Andrea. Constantly moving. I learned real fast to keep to myself though. Only took one time for a guy I trusted when I was like eleven or twelve to tell a lie on me, stab me in the back and cause me all sorts of trouble with my old man. I made a decision from that day forward. The less people I knew intimately, the better.” They hooked gazes, and she pulled a new card. “Keep my business to myself. Now, if I don’t trust a motherfucker, and that applies to most people, they’d be lucky to get the time of day outta me.”

“You don’t like hurting people you care about, do you, Angelo?”

“What made you ask me that?” He picked up the cigarette and took a smoke. “Nothing I said just now would explain that. Or, at least I don’t think so.” He shrugged.

“I can just feel it. Your soul is talking to me right now, behind the scenes, saying the words you won’t.”

“What’s it saying?”

“It’s tellin’ me you won’t hurt me. At least, not intentionally. Is that naïve of me to believe?”

He looked at her for a spell and scratched his chin.

“No, it’s not naïve of you to believe. I try to protect people I care about. Even from me.” Andrea puffed the cigarette, then handed it to him. “So, if that means not wanting to not hurt ya, then yes. I don’t care about too many people, though.”

“Why? Because of the boy who lied on you?”

“That was my first lesson, but no, it’s more complicated than that. See, ya gotta be careful, Andrea. Caring about people, well, it’s too risky. Caring and loving someone is a choice.”

“We can’t help who we’re attracted to, who we care about, and who we love. I’m proof of that.” Her message was loud and clear.

“Yes we can. Now, attraction, that’s something we can’t do much with. But have deep caring for, and love? Yeah. We control that. Giving something to someone is a choice. We give care. Concern. Love. It can’t be stolen. It may not start out as not being a choice, but we decide if we’re gonna continue down that path. It gets to a point where we make a conscious decision if we’re going to let this happen. If we do decide to do so, then the feelings will grow stronger. Like how I chose to pursue my attraction to you. Normally, I’d shut somethin’ like that down as soon as I recognized what was happening. This time, I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I didn’t want to. I saw ya. I watched ya. I wanted ya. I went after ya. Anything else my soul is sayin’ to you?”

“It told me you are telling the truth right now, and when you say, ‘It’s just a job,’ you’re telling the truth about that, too. You derive no pleasure from it.”

“Is this your sneaky way of trying to talk about my uh…” he scratched his chin and smirked, “occupation?”

“Yeah, I guess it is.”

“It’s not really up for discussion.” He threw down another card.

“Then I’ll talk, you listen.”

He gritted his teeth. Damn could she work his nerves, but he found her so fucking amazing. Most women didn’t talk to him. They didn’t try to fight him with their words, or make him talk about shit. He’d never discussed his mother with a broad before, except his grandmother. That was a given; it had been her damn daughter who’d done the shit. Treated him and his siblings like inconveniences. Mistakes.

“I think you’re too special to do such things,” she started up again. “But you think you’re too special not to. We don’t think the same. We don’t agree on this, and I doubt we ever will. I don’t condone what you do. In fact, it’s sickening. It should be a deal breaker. But I’ve seen your soul. It’s beautiful. It doesn’t match that of a cold blooded killer. Somethin’ is off.”

“This is who I am. It’s who I’ll be. That’s somethin’ you’re gonna have to accept, baby, if we’re going to be together. Just like, I accept that you are a fuckin’ witch. You are. And I don’t care how ya try to pretty it up and say you’re some Empath or Clairvoyant, all those silly ass names you people come up with to be more comfortable in your own skin. You’re a fuckin’ witch. I accept you as is. I have no buyer’s remorse. I dig you. I want you, and have no intentions to try and change you, despite what I think about it.”

She placed her cards down and ran her fingers through her thick curls, exposing her long, elegant neck adorned with a golden yellow ribbon. She looked sly… sneaky… seductive.

“First of all, let me set you straight, boy. I do accept you. Just because someone you love, that being me, finds issue with something you do doesn’t mean they don’t accept you. I have the right to say this shit ain’t right, Angelo. This shit ain’t where it’s at.” She pointed at him, her expression determined. Resolute to say her piece. “You already know that. And it doesn’t matter if you like what I’m saying or not. I accept you from your picturesque packaging to that black, empty, ugly hole inside your heart, to that striking soul you keep hidden from the rest of the world, except me. See, I accept your flowers. And I damn sure accept your roots. I couldn’t truly love you if I didn’t.

“That’s not what love is. If I don’t take all of you, flaws, freckles, moles, scars and all, then I am cherry pickin’, and leaving behind hard truths. Love don’t work that way. So here I am, pulling you up by the root, not snippin’ it. I am well familiar with roots.” She pointed around at her plants. “But your roots, boy, that’s your stock. Your soil. That’s where you come from. It made you who you are! Your roots are strong, Angelo, embedded in you, and I embrace those ugly roots, not just your flowers. They have purpose, and they have beauty, too. If I reject those roots, I won’t be able to accept you when the winter comes, and all your petals fall.” She looked right through him, as if he were glass. “Ain’t nothin’ superficial about me. I never said I was going to try and change you,” she gestured to herself, “but I can’t control what my soul does to you. She don’t listen to me. I’m a vessel to her.”

“Are you being hostile, sweetheart? You know, you’re pretty when you’re worked up and angry, too. I would love to fuck you when you’re angry. I’ll take you on. We can do it right here. Threatening me with a good time?” He winked.

She shrugged. “I would never threaten a man in your position. But uh, I would give a suggestion as I wrap these legs around your waist and tighten my grip.” She winked back. His dick throbbed. Damn her. “Let me say, Angelo, that I have come to realize that people like you have always existed in society.” Her tone was calmer now. “The morality in me is disgusted. My empathic, spiritual side knows you are not all that you seem. Regardless of what I think, or even what you may think, I understand. Just as in nature – the wasps, snakes, tarantulas, scorpions and killer sharks exist for a reason. They too need to be cared for.” Her eyes hooded. “Even though they are so disliked by civilization. The police and judges can’t always save us. In fact, they rarely do. Sometimes, street justice, as they call it, has to take place to make a thang go right. You fill in the gaps. A necessary evil. At least that’s how I like to imagine it.”

Classics IV’s, ‘Stormy’ played on the radio. The pretty woman bobbed her head to the beat and began to sing along.

“So, if I derived pleasure from my occupation, you’d see me differently?”

“…I wouldn’t be seeing you at all.”

He tipped an imaginary hat her way and took a draw from the cigarette they shared.

“And I’m not a fucking witch.”

“You are.”

“Do some of you get pleasure from it?” she asked after a minute or so of silence. “Maybe you can’t answer that, but—”

“Yes. Those are the ones that usually have the shortest lifespan.”

She swallowed, seeming thoughtful as she turned her gaze briefly down to her cards.

“I’m curious. I want to know more. I know you have rules. I know you’re very private, but will you talk to me? Ya say you wanna be with me, sexy man, but if you’re going to be with a woman like me, then I need to know more about what I’m dealin’ with. I’ll fuck a shadow, but I won’t give my heart to it. At least, not completely until I know why he moves the way he does. I’ve already gone too far.” She took a drag of the cigarette, then passed it over to him as smoke curled out of her mouth.

“It depends on what you ask, what ya wanna know.” He took a puff.

“A long time ago, Angelo, like a year or so ago, I read an article about the Son of Sam. It went into detail about serial killers. About how the mind of a serial killer works. It mentioned the Hillside Stranglers, The Manson Family, and John Wayne Gacy.” He nodded in understanding. “I understood from that article that there’s a difference between hitmen and them, ya know? It was interesting, really.”

“We’re not the same, and I’m not sayin’ that to make myself look better, or make you feel better. If we were the same, I’d say so.” He took another toke of the cigarette, then passed it back to her. “There’s a difference between me and the indulgence-driven butcher. The Son of Sam and Hillside Stranglers were motivated by power and sex. Same with John Wayne Gacy. The Manson Family, that’s more of a cult situation – so that’s a bit different, but the core of the issue is all the same. The need to control and perversions.” He scratched his head, then tossed down a card. “I’m driven by money. If I get no more gigs, the killings stop, simple as that. I don’t care.” He threw up his hands. “It’s not somethin’ I itch to do. You walk past hitmen at least once a month, easily, baby.” Her eyes widened. “It’s true. We’re everywhere. Like ya said earlier, we provide a service. It’s not a pretty service, but it’s a service nevertheless.

“If I could get paid the same amount for bein’ a teacher, or some shit like that, I might do that instead. This is all I know.” He tossed up his hands. “It’s in my blood. I grew up in it, watching it. It’s my roots, as you mentioned. My father was royalty. There’s a lot of us – but only a few of us are considered talented, I guess you could say. We bring in the top tier pricing because of that. Not to brag, but to say I’m financially stable is an understatement. I love nice threads and cars, but I save a lot, too. I don’t have to worry about my bills, none of that. I can say, honestly, there’s only three other guys in this city, to my knowledge, that can hold a candle to me and charge the same prices I do. I’m in a league of my own and they know it. I’m fast, but not slipshod. I’m in and out. I’m clean. I’m not gettin’ into any specific details with you because that’s where people fuck up. That some shit you’d have to take to your grave, but understand, I’m efficient. I’m not gettin’ my jollies off this shit, and I meet my deadlines.”

She held the bottle of wine with both hands, and guzzled. He found it oddly sexy. When she was done, she smacked her lips and placed the bottle back down.

“Do some hitmen turn into other types of killers?”

“Ya mean like, do some contract killers turn to mass murderers or serial killers?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, but I doubt it happens often. See, a serial killer is born that way, and somethin’ awakens in them that gives ’em the courage to act on it, or they can’t hold back their impulses anymore. Hitmen are born, then made. There’s nothing traumatic that triggers us.” She gave him a quizzical look. “Okay, let me explain it this way. I think serial killing is a state of mind. There are killers who don’t act on their impulses, but they’re still killers in their head. They’re sick. A true hitman isn’t motivated or turned on by the kill. It’s the contract that makes our dicks hard.” She nodded in understanding. “In those cases, some are hired to be like me but lose focus, for they are driven by pain and control. It gets good to ’em. They were always attracted to that; it just took something like this to bring it out of them. To me, that’s a weakness. We all have one thing in common though.”

“What’s that?”

“You must take humanity out of it. You remove the person’s struggles, wishes, their names, their beliefs. You strip them, in your mind, of all identification. You see them like a cow going to slaughter. You have to, or you’ll go crazy.”

She tossed another card down.

“How old were you the first time you did it?”

He hesitated for a moment. “Fourteen. Self-defense.”

“Your father taught you well?”

“You’re askin’ a lot of questions. Too many questions.”

“I’m fallin’ for you hard. I’m in a bad way, and you know it.”

“Yeah, I know it.”

“So, I need to know if what’s going on up here, Angelo,” she pointed to her head, and in here,” she pointed to her heart. “Is going to blend with what you’re telling me. They don’t have to match. They’ll never match. But they have to align.”

“Every guy like me that’s gotten caught, it was more times than not because of conversations like this… Women. Other times, it’s a fuckin’ Judas. I would never get caught up with a Judas. I keep my circle too fuckin’ small. But women? Geesh! You broads are the fuckin’ worst.”

“You’re so full of shit.” She chuckled.

“It’s true and you know it. Some good-lookin’, wicked ass women have brought entire empires down, Andrea. God knew what he was doin’ when He made you chicks. It was a way to keep us guys in line. But it went too fuckin’ far. Like Eve in the Garden of Eden, you people are our downfall…”

“Do you really believe that, Angelo?”

“Yeah. I do. But we can’t live without ya. You bring life into the world. Have our babies. Hold our secrets. If we find the right one, you become our everything. Ya take care of us. Make us feel all right. And we’re addicted to you because of your beauty, personality, and softness. Femininity is a drug. We need you, and there’s just no way around it. Needing someone and trusting them though don’t always go hand in hand.”

“What can I do to make you feel safe, Angelo? To prove to you that I won’t share your personal business, even if we don’t work out? Ya think I’d squeal on ya outta anger? I’d be risking my life. You’d try and get revenge. I know that as fact.”

“I told ya, I don’t do women. Chicks and kids are off limits. I’m old school.” He exhaled some smoke.

“Right. So you’d kill some of my male family members instead. That’s what you’d do. Ya think I was born yesterday?” He chuckled. The witch was right. “I’m a righteous chick.” He smirked, not so certain. “I’m serious.”

“Let’s make a deal. I’m not telling you anything else, Ms. Andrea Ellison, until you tell me something that if I repeated it to the pigs could land ya in trouble. Hot water. I want three examples.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “And don’t make up something. I know when I’m being lied to. I think you know that by now.”

The beautiful woman sat there for a long while, looking down at her cards. And then her lips curled into a smile.

“I stole some gloves from my job, two years ago. Leather. Fur-lined. I gifted them to my aunt for Christmas. She’d wanted some. I couldn’t afford them.”

“Retail price?”

“A little over two hundred.”

“That’s small potatoes. Next.”

“I also keyed an ex-boyfriend’s car a few years ago.”

“Why?”

“Found out he was married. I never confronted him, so he didn’t know who did it. I played it cool. And no, before you ask, empathic ability doesn’t always help with matters like that. He was an excellent actor. I didn’t love him, but I liked him a lot… He played with my heart, so I was angry. I let my emotions get the best of me and I wanted him to pay.”

“You owe me one more.”

“It’s the one I shouldn’t talk about. I shouldn’t tell you this… I really shouldn’t tell you this.”

“Of course you should.” He grinned, only to be met with an eye roll.

“Here goes. Putting it on the line. I have never confessed to this incident. Ever.”

“What? You jaywalked?” he teased. “Better arrest ya right now and throw away the key!”

“I almost had an aggravated assault charge. Got into it with a customer who called me a nigger because I caught her stealin’ and reported it. This was before I stole the gloves. Ironic and a bit of payback, I guess you could say.”

“You’re into revenge… like when ya sent that nightmare my way.”

She shrugged and took a sip of wine.

“I never thought of it that way. I guess you could say that’s true.”

“How’d ya do it?”

“Do what?”

“How’d you put a fucking nightmare in my head?”

Her smile twisted her face and her eyes darkened like the wrong damn side of the moon. She was made of crushed dreams at that moment. A gorgeous, evil magician conjuring up the affections from the pit of his black heart – tricking his mind into disastrous nightmares. He recognized her brand of mischievousness, though she was far purer than he could ever muster, or stand to be.

“You wouldn’t understand it, even if I explained it. Really though, I’m never sure if it even worked every time I’ve done it. In your case, it did. I know only because you told me. And hell, you son of a bitch deserved it. I regret nothing. Who knew you hated snakes so much?” She blew him a kiss. He caught it in midair.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


When a Man Loves a Woman
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Rule 13: Never accept no for an answer.

“You will tell me one day how you give grown men nightmares. Finish your story.” Angelo encouraged Andrea to complete her tale. He was determined to get the facts from her later. There was no way he was going to let that shit slide, but for now, it could go on the back burner with the leftover string beans.

“I’m not telling you anything. Trade secrets.” She stuck out her tongue in a teasing gesture. “Anyway, yeah, back to what I was saying. Where was I?”

“The lady who stole from your job.”

“Yes, that’s right. It was some rich White chick I had to put in her place.” She snorted. “She’d only got spoken to by security, a slap on the wrist. They even laughed with her about it. She said it was a misunderstanding, and that I was jumping to conclusions. I’d seen her shove the shoes in her bag. Wasn’t no damn misunderstanding. Police were called but they refused to come out. That didn’t sit right with me. I witnessed plenty of Black people be accused of stealing, and the police were always called and came, Angelo, even if it wasn’t true. Always some clerk thinkin’ all Black people steal. Had things been fair, she would’ve been detained until they arrived. So, she flaunted it, right? She kept coming into the store a few times in the following weeks, taunting me, laughing. She would constantly call me a nigger when she’d walk past, and other shit, too. It was like she became obsessed with me. One day, I’d had enough.”

“What did you do, beautiful? I really want to know.”

“She headed out the store, and I followed right after her, making sure she didn’t see me. I didn’t even know why I did that, but I was enraged. I decided I was going to get her and get her good, so I picked up a brick that was lyin’ on the side of the street, and when no one was looking, I bashed her in the back of the head with all my might!” The woman’s eyes turned to inky slits. Sinister. Dreadful. Wicked. “She dropped to the ground, passed out cold. I took off. She lived. I heard about it later, and of course I feigned surprise. I did the ‘poor lady’ thing and everything. She’d never seen it coming, and after that day I never saw her again. It’s probably the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

He scratched the skin by his eye, curing an itch. It seemed to him that she was telling the truth. “So, we’ve got petty theft, vandalism, and aggravated assault. The first two aren’t worth shit. But that last one? That’s a doozy. I’m proud of ya. Not bad.” They both burst out laughing. “All right then. About my father…” He took a drag of the cigarette. “Ya asked about my father.” She nodded. “He was the best at what he did. Highly regarded. I had no choice but to be taught well because he was a good teacher.”

“Was your father in the mafia, Angelo?”

“No. Most Italians aren’t in the mafia. That’s just what some people of other races sometimes think, but I can promise ya, many of the Italians here in New York do know someone who is involved. My family was just closely associated because they accepted several contracts from people that were a part of the organization.” She nodded in understanding. “Anyway, my father wanted to pass on the legacy. I mean, as strange as it may sound to others, this was his business. My older brothers, well, that didn’t work out, like I told you. I was his last hope. So, he took me under his wing and I was a natural, I guess you could say. Oh, and for the record, you were right. He was ill. Not well.”

“You told me he was murdered, and I could feel that, you know.”

“He was. After he got shot up, the autopsy guy noticed during the examination that his liver was done for. My dad already knew he was sick we found out later. He would’ve been dead in a year or two, anyway. So, when you said, ‘he’s not well,’ I knew you weren’t some quack. We never told anyone. That, and the detail about the chocolates kinda unnerved me.”

“Do you know who shot him?”

“Yeah. Those guys are long gone. I won,” he said with a smile. She looked down at the cards.

“Damn. You did.” She chuckled.

He got to his feet, taking with him the bottle of wine and draining the paltry contents on his way to her kitchen. He found another bottle in the refrigerator.

“Can I crack open this Cold Duck?”

“Yeah. Go right ahead.” He grabbed the bottle, her cork remover, and headed back into the living room. She’d lit a few more candles and just then, ‘Peg’ by Steely Dan was playing on the radio. She was up on her feet, dancing and smoking. After taking a sip of the wine, he handed her the bottle and wrapped his arm around her waist. She drank and moved with him, having fun. They swayed back and forth, and he laughed when she made a silly face.

“You make me smile.”

“I make you smile,” she repeated. More of a statement, than a question. “I make killers smile, huh?”

“Yeah. Killers have dreams. Killers fall in love, too.” He caught her chin between his fingers and kissed her. “Mmmm. I haven’t gotten a taste of that cha-cha since I picked you up for lunch the other day.” She blushed. “Don’t act shy now,” he said good-humoredly as he kissed up and down her neck. She giggled. “You weren’t a bit shy then. I ate you out in your work restroom… had ya pinned up in that stall with your legs in the fuckin’ air like it was a stick-up, and my chin drippin’ wet. Groveled on my fuckin’ knees for ya, with only five minutes to spare before you had to be back on that showroom floor, selling that expensive, sweet water. You gotta give it up, baby.” She tossed her head back, clearly enjoying his spiel. “I wanna jump ya bones. I didn’t come all the way over here just for a fuckin’ porkchop. Give uh dog a bone.” He slapped her ass, his teeth sinking into his lower lip as his libido soared.

Gliding his hand up and down her back, he loved the feel of her body, even beneath the soft material of the gown. She pulled away just long enough to set the wine bottle down, looking so damn mesmerizing with her full lips, the lipstick faded from eating and drinking and kissing. She tugged at his belt, her gaze locked with his. Raising his hands to give her better access, he let her do the honors of undressing him.

“Something is on your mind.” He raked a hand through her textured tresses.

She said nothing in response, and it was no time at all before he found himself sitting on the couch, his shirt ripped off, pants around his ankles, and her hot, wet mouth enveloping the head of his throbbing johnson while she held the shaft with both hands.

“Fuck!”

He writhed about, pumping his hips in rapid thrusts. He could feel the veins bulging from his forehead and neck as he used all of his resolve to not let her know how much she had him over a barrel. That when she touched him, he felt like fucking magic. A king drowning in liquid gold.

“You like that, baby?”

“Baby, I love the way you suck my fuckin’ dick… Don’t stop. Suck it good, baby.”

Her soft, incredible lips kissed all over his cock, up and down the shaft, the head, along his balls and all around. She ministered to him with tenderness and appreciation, as well as a delightfully nasty urgency. Her juicy mouth explored every inch of him, neglecting nothing. She was bringing him to the brink as she vigorously pumped up and down. All he could see was a thick crown of soft black curls. Her desire for him poured out with each vital lick, turning him on so much, he was sure to explode at any moment. Wrapping his hand around the back of her neck, he pulled her closer, moving his hips to her sensual rhythm and forcing more of himself between those glorious lips. Steve Miller’s, ‘Fly Like an Eagle’ floated from the speakers as he reached the point of no return. Pulling himself out of her mouth, he shot cum onto her chin and neck in fast, thick spurts.

“Uhhh! Uhhh…”

He cursed to high hell as his body jerked until he was spent. She casually got to her feet and slid her gown off, letting it hit the floor. Weak, he regarded her through blurry eyes. The lady opened a drawer, then lit a joint. She tiptoed back towards him and put it between his lips, then disappeared out of sight.

He heard her cleaning up in the bathroom. When she returned, she pulled him up to a seating position and helped herself to the weed. Taking a deep breath, he worked his pants the rest of the way off and placed them on the couch arm.

“We’re just getting started. Let’s go back there and finish strong,” he said, pointing to her bedroom.

Minutes later, they were settled in her bed, sharing the joint and drinking more of the Cold Duck. He kissed her shoulder, slid across her body, and enveloped her left nipple in his mouth, eliciting a moan from her. He massaged the other, then switched sides. Eager to taste her, he pulled away from her breasts and disappeared beneath the sheets. He pushed her big, warm thighs wide apart and slipped his tongue against the slick folds which held tight to her sweet nectar: her special tonic. Within seconds, the woman was screaming and bumping her pussy against his working mouth, falling apart at each swipe of his wicked tongue.

She’s gold glitz and diamond illusions

She makes a bad man feel good…

Makes good men do bad things.

She’s the Devil’s seductress, Heaven’s Hollywood.

She makes time go in reverse

She’s the soul’s nurse…

Got incense between her hips

A witch with a hurting curse

He scratched at her thighs as she yanked on his hair, bringing his lips flush to her heady garden. Soft, dark hair brushed against his mouth, saturated with pussy piña colada. He salivated at the taste of her, worshiped at her intimate altar. His dick pulsed agonizingly with want against the sheets as he suckled from the sweet peach of a woman who was able to reach deep within him, and pull out his hopelessness. She saw it, and yet, she didn’t reject him…

Imagine that.

Twirling his tongue along her clit, his heated breath filled the tented sheet around his head. She thrashed against him, begging him to never stop. The scent of fresh soap, rose perfume, her wet pussy and sweat burst all around him, driving him crazy. She cursed, yelled his name, and rose up and down as if riding some invisible wave. Their hands touched for short moments, then retreated, as though their limbs turned to shy lovers. Her silken brown flesh now blended in with his own, making a tan canvas of souls intertwining.

“Angelo… baby… baby!”

When she came, her river flowed free, spilling onto the bed and into his mouth like a tipped goblet. He lapped at her juices while slipping his finger inside her, deeper, in and out, slow and easy then faster against her wet sugar walls. Gasping for air, he flung the sheets off their naked bodies and clung to her like a shadow following its master. Wrapping her arms around him, she squeezed him tight. For a split second, his eyes roamed to her nightstand where a gun magazine lay open, and her trashcan was full of dead black flowers. They weren’t the ones he’d sent to her from the floral shop weeks ago. He grabbed her chin and squeezed, then with his other hand, he reached between their twisting, pumping hot bodies and played with her pussy.

“You lookin’ for a gun, young lady? Other than the one you sucked the life outta of a while ago on your living room couch?” He finger-fucked her harder. Her eyes were wild as she clawed at him, finally giving in to another orgasm she could no longer escape. After a moment, he smacked her hip, shaking her back into the moment.

“Ouch! Shit!”

“Answer me.”

She kept on clawing at his back, her eyes rolled as he reached for her nipple and began to squeeze it.

“Maybe.” He finger-fucked her even harder. She gasped, and skirted away, but he yanked her closer and shoved his tongue deep in her mouth.

“I asked you a direct question, lady. I want a direct answer. Don’t make me fuck it out of you…”

Her eyes narrowed, as if attempting to call his bluff. He slipped two fingers inside her, while his thumb circled her clit. Kissing her deep and rough, he bumped and grinded against her, all the while never letting up on the expert finger-fucking, giving her the sensations she deserved. A sweet punishment that would make her cum all over again.

“OH GOD! Angelo!”

She came hard against him, her body shaking, and he rested his forehead against hers. When she settled, he yanked her towards him and twisted her body so her legs would be folded on their side. Her pussy lips pressed together between her thighs, he proceeded to breach the tight fortress with a brutal, hard thrust.

“Mmmm! Soooo good, baby! Rest in peace to ya pussy…”

“Don’t hurt me, baby!” she cooed, her eyes rolling back with pleasure.

“I’m not going to hurt ya… Just fuck ya to death.” He slammed into her and she screamed so loud, the muscles in her neck strained. Head tilted back, her body started to shiver again.

“FUCK. Yes! I need a gun… SHIT!”

As her screams echoed, he sucked her lower lip like the succulent dessert that it was. He pulled out to turn her and place her legs above his shoulders, going in slower now. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulled her impossibly closer, his eyes on her. Fixed. Determined. The bed rocked and sighed along with them.

“You don’t need a gun. Just give me a name, and I’ll take care of it.”

“No… No! Please, Angelo… I’m begging you.”

He wanted to protest, to tell her he refused to sit this one out, but he realized she was trying to trust him. They were connected, attached practically at the hip. He didn’t want to do anything to disappoint her. Her feelings? Yeah, he cared.

“Then you need to know how to defend yourself, Andrea. Get something other than a damn knife. A knife requires that you be close to someone you’re attacking. Why take that chance? I’ll get cha a gun. I’ll teach you how to use it, too.”

She grabbed his hips, holding on as he pivoted back and forth, sweat dripping from his body.

“I’ll figure it out, Angelo. I’ll take care of it.”

“No, I can’t have that. Don’t argue with me about this. Someone is obviously upsetting you, baby. Be glad that I don’t just take care of them myself against your wishes. I should. I would, if I thought afterwards you’d forgive me.” Distress flashed briefly in her eyes, and he recognized it. ‘Inside My Love,’ by Minnie Riperton, was now the background music to their love.

He slowed, lowered himself on top of her, resting between her legs. He stroked one of her knees as he moved, pumping slow and easy, then kissed up and down her neck and shoulders. She wrapped herself tighter around him than ever before. He took his time, relishing the moment, locked in their embrace, looking into each other’s eyes.

After a while, he slid out of her and positioned her on all fours. Reaching around her belly, he brought her ass flush to his groin. Then, he spread her butt cheeks open and dragged his cock up and down her warm crack. She trembled when he guided himself inside her warm pussy in slow, easy thrusts at first, then faster, much faster, until he was balls deep. Resting his chin against her shoulder, he held her to him and kissed her. Caressed her. She placed her hand over his, which he had over her breasts.

“I’m …Oh God…” she quivered violently as moisture flowed down her inner thighs. He had to hold her close so she wouldn’t crumble.

I never knew I was malnourished until she appeared and filled my heart, and quenched my thirst…

Lying on his side, he turned her on her back and draped one lovely leg over his shoulder. Then, he entered her in deep, long strokes. Their eyes hooked, and she locked her hands around his neck, bringing him into a passionate kiss. He was wrapped tightly around her, but still not close enough. Deep inside of her. But still not deep enough. She rocked her hips against him, left to right, right to left in a seductive, enchanting rhythm. He followed her lead, his heart beating so damn hard, he thought it would burst wide open. Eyes wide, mouth open, he shuddered.

“Andrea! I love the shit outta ya. You make me cum so hard, baby!” He emptied inside of her in fast, harsh jerks.

They continued to hold each other tight. Climbing on top of her, he gripped her shoulder, desperately trying to catch his breath. Settle down. She stroked his hair, then kissed his crown before he buried his face between her breasts.

Moments of peace drifted past. It was getting late, but he didn’t care to look at his watch or check out her alarm clock. He just hugged her, held on… while the music of The Carpenters’ ‘Close to You’ drifted from the radio.

“Andrea, tell me who’s harassing you. Now. I can’t leave here without knowing. That’s just not gonna fuckin’ happen.”

“Angelo, look.” She sighed as he rolled off her and lay on his back, his head on the pillow, arm behind it. “I can’t tell you. I don’t want to because I know how you think and what you’ll do, but I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to! I honestly have no clue!”

He turned and looked her in the eyes. After a while, he shifted away to light a cigarette, and turned his attention to the ceiling. He took a puff, then passed her the cigarette.

“Who do you think it might be? You don’t have to give me a name, but let me know if you suspect anyone at least.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m tellin’ the truth. I mean, I can’t really think of anyone. I’ve wracked my brain. I get crazy, threatening letters that make no sense. Every now and again, someone will call and not say anything. All I hear is heavy breathing. And these damn black roses keep coming. I’ve called the cops. They do nothing.”

“Ex-boyfriend? Crazy one-night-stand that went wrong?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I could be wrong, but I doubt it.”

As they lay in silence, song after song played on the radio. It began to rain, and after a while, they started kissing once again. He held her close to him while she played with the hairs on his chest, his gold chain, and kissed his collarbone.

“I… I love you, Angelo.”

“I love you too. If somebody hurts ya, I’m not going to be okay with it. I’m not going to be still and just take it, either. I’m your man.” He stroked the side of her face with the back of his hand. “And you know who I am, and how I move. You wouldn’t ask a lion to not bite… You can’t do this.”

She was quiet for several minutes.

“I know for you, Angelo, love means protection. Though I pride myself as someone who can take care of myself, I’ve failed. That’s obvious because these damn letters keep coming, and the harassment continues. This has been going on for several months. It stops for a week or two, then begins again. It’s like being trapped. Hunted. I want the protection from you, baby, I do, but see, I don’t want you involved.” She lifted her eyes to him. “I had… I had a vision of you being arrested. Put away for so long, you never saw the light of day again. It scared me. Worst of all, it was avoidable, and it was tied to me.” She pointed at herself. “I refuse to have that on my conscience. And I refuse to lose you. This is it. So, if you let me handle this, then you’ll be okay. Protected.”

“That was a dream. Not all of your dreams come true.”

“You came true…” He lowered his head. “Look, baby, just let me figure this out. Help me from afar. Teach me how to use a gun. Show me everything you know, then walk away…”

He stroked her arm as he filled with resentment. How did she not understand that a man like him would not accept this? That she was forcing him into an agreement he would later break. He understood her concerns – why would she want him to spend the rest of his life in prison? But he loved her. And he’d rather she be alive and safe, than him to have his freedom.

He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. She smiled as she nestled closer in his arms.

“Tomorrow, I’m clearing my schedule. I will pick you up after work. Bring a change of clothes. Something real pretty, and something casual to wear, too. Comfortable shoes. I’ll have a piece for ya, and I will give you your first lesson. Then, I’ll take ya to a nice, fancy dinner, one of those spots that have feasts that cost three figures for just an appetizer and a salad, and we’ll spend the rest of the night together. Just you ’nd me, baby.”

“Oh, that sounds great, Angelo.” She kissed him, then rested her head on his chest once again. “Do you know, you crazy man, that I feel protected by you, just because I know you?” Damn, she was so pretty. The sight of her there, with him, filled him with joy. “Just by your voice, Angelo? When you speak, it sounds like mountains moving. I feel safe, just by being with you, in your arms. You being here right now? That gives me peace and courage. We give each other things, ya know? We build each other up.” He couldn’t disagree with that. “You make me feel all right, like I can handle this. It’s going to be okay. I just know it.”

She reached up and stroked his face. He took her hand and kissed it, while Gilbert O’Sullivan’s ‘Alone Again’ played on the radio…
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The Red Light Special
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Rule 14: When it comes to affairs of the heart, Angelo, keep your ol’ lady wrapped in blinders, furs and diamonds. Kiss her often and offer unwavering security. She’ll in turn provide a nice home for you, companionship, readily available pussy, and children. It’s crucial to understand, there will always be two sides of you. She must never see one of those sides. That’s the key to a happy home.

…Two weeks later

Andrea sat in her living room, an open cardboard box on the floor filled with the new books she’d ordered from the magazine catalog. Winona had several magazine subscriptions, everything from People to Playgirl. One such publication had a flyer included consisting of an advertisement for special books about rare international narratives, the history of world religions, and whatnot. Winona knew her well, so she’d handed it over one afternoon.

They’re finally here.

They’d taken two months to arrive, so it felt like an early Christmas. She pulled out one hefty book about ancient dream interpretations from the 1800s. This had been a definite impulse buy, not something she’d normally gravitate towards. She ran her hand across the hardbound mahogany cover, then flipped it open, immediately getting lost in the pages. The illustrations were beautiful.

She startled when a child’s scream, followed by laughter, came from outside. She shifted to get a better view out the window. Children were running to and fro, elation on their faces. The sight reminded her of a dream she’d had a couple of times lately, only the child was crying. Nonstop sobbing. She shook the thoughts away and focused on the trees.

The leaves were turning from rich shades of green to vibrant red, yellow, and tangerine, and there was a briskness in the air as of late, too. A welcomed change of temperature from the brutal summer heat. She looked back down at the book, and got ready to turn another page when the phone rang.

She jumped up to answer, her bare feet slapping the floor.

“Hello?”

“Hey, daughter of mine. I refuse to call you my niece. What’s shakin’?”

“Hi Auntie, I just got in from work after swinging by the post office on my way home. What you been up to? I called two days ago but Nancy said you were out.”

“Yeah, baby.” The older woman coughed. “I needed some more cough medicine and aspirin. I’ve gotten a damn cold. It isn’t even winter yet, but you know, this happens to me around this time of year. I decided to go on and get some groceries, too. Yesterday I spent most of the day in bed.”

“Why won’t you try one of my teas? I’m telling you that it will get rid of your infection right away.”

“You must think you’re Quincy, M.E.” The lady cackled. “Teas, huh? What you got in there? Eye of newt?” They both burst out laughing that time around. Now her aunt sounded much like Angelo – ribbing her in a funny, affectionate way.

“Come on, Auntie. It’s just some normal herbs you find in nature. In a garden. The amount, purity, and freshness are what make the difference. You bought medicine, and yet you’re still coughing. Give my natural linctus a try.” She put her hand on her hip as she got into a selling mood. “I’m going to bag you up some teas and bring them by tomorrow. And that’s final.”

“All right, I’ll try some. How have you been, honey?”

“I’ve been good.” She plucked a grape from a glass bowl on the counter and popped it in her mouth. “Work has been fine, didn’t get shorted on my check this week. I’ve got a couple new clients, too.”

“Good for you, baby. Your little business is takin’ off. The only business I’m tendin’ to right about now is kickin’ up my feet and viewing the television. Tonight I figure I’ll watch Dallas.”

“Oh boy, Dallas.” She chuckled. “You never miss an episode, Aunt Bev.”

“Girl, it’s so good! You need to tune in.”

“I have a date.”

“Ohhhh,” her aunt said in a silly, sing-song tone. “Who’s the lucky man?”

“Remember when I told you I was dating someone?”

“Mmm hmm, that’s right. Some tall, devilishly handsome Italian. Angelo. You free-lovin’ young people don’t have no rules. That White boy must be outta sight!”

They both cracked up.

“Yes, well, I like him.” She picked up another grape and played with it. “I like him a whole lot, Auntie.”

The other woman went quiet.

“You’ve been seeing him for a while now? It sounds serious,” she finally said.

“Yes. He’s my boyfriend. Hopefully you can meet him soon. Oh, and he’s pretty knowledgeable about firearms, so, uh, you know, with the way crime is rising around here, I figured that uh, I’d get a gun, too.” She thought about the brand-new weapon sitting loaded in the top drawer of her bedroom dresser. “He’s been teaching me how to shoot, Aunt Bev. He took me up to Mt. Vernon and we went to the Westside Rifle and Pistol Range before that. He’s really good. Explains things well. He should’ve been a teacher. Makes it all perfectly clear.”

“You didn’t need no Italian man to show you how to tote a pistol. You coulda come to your own family and ask Uncle Damon or your cousin Troy to teach you how to shoot a damn gun. Hell, I begged you to get a gun a couple of years ago but you wouldn’t. Now you all about shooting something, like your name is Elmer Fudd and the world is Bugs Bunny.”

Andrea refused to tell her aunt about the weirdo sending her black roses and threatening letters. The woman would do nothing but worry herself sick.

“Well, I decided you were right. A woman can never be too careful.”

“You’ve got that right. All my brothers and sistas know how to shoot, Andrea. So does your cousin, Travis. I’m not the best, but I bet you I could handle my own! I still keep one in my purse, just in case. I haven’t shot a gun in years. I had to pull it on your uncle one time, though. Comin’ up in here high, wild in the eyes, sweatin’, butt naked with a knife. He was talkin’ crazy, saying something about coyotes being in the street calling his name. Now when have you known a damn coyote to be standin’ on Lenox Avenue? And ones that can speak the Queen’s English, at that? You all were grown, moved out, but he was asking where the kids were, too. Wasn’t no children. He ain’t know where he was or who he was that evening. Stone cold outta his mind.”

“Yes, I remember,” she said with a huff. It had been a hellacious night that had involved the police, bounteous tears, and the last evening Uncle Ronald had been home, according to Aunt Bev. “Well, it’s taken care of. I have the gun now, and I feel better already.”

“You didn’t have to go outside of the family is all I’m saying.”

“I wasn’t even certain I wanted to get a weapon like that in the first place.” She shrugged as she leaned against the kitchen counter. “But it just so happened to work out that way.”

“You said he should’ve been a teacher. What does Angelo do?”

Andrea opened the refrigerator door, removed an ice cold bottle of Coca-Cola and set it on the counter.

“He takes surplus items and gets rid of them.” She was shocked at how fast she came up with that, the way it slid off her tongue as if she’d been practicing for a long time, ready to lie at a drop of a hat. She had to… she would never tell anyone about his dealings. With the way his reputation was, she was certain that sooner or later, Aunt Bev would figure it out. She grabbed the bottle opener from a drawer.

“Surplus? Like extra chairs and boxes of oatmeal?”

“Kind of like that. Auntie, I have to call you back. I need to get showered and dressed before my date tonight.”

“Okay, baby, but don’t call me while Dallas is on if you get home early. That Patrick Duffy, the guy who plays Bobby, gets my motor runnin’, baby! That’s one handsome man!”

Andrea burst out laughing.

“I won’t. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Andrea hung up the phone, grabbed her cola, and made her way back over to the box of books. The cold, bubbly beverage tasted great going down. She reached inside the container to take out a colorful paperback, but then her phone rang again.

“Who could this be?” she mumbled.

A tad annoyed, she got back on her feet and walked into the kitchen.

“Hello?”

“There’s the voice of my favorite lady. How ya doin’, baby?”

She smiled, a warm feeling pouring over her at the sound of his deep voice.

“Hey, Angelo. I’m fine. How are ya?” She cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder.

“Good, good. I’ll be over tonight at seven, like I said.”

“Great. I’m stoked.”

“In case I didn’t tell you then, I wanted to let ya know that you didn’t do too bad at the gun range yesterday. Proud of ya.”

“Encouragement is always appreciated. Thank you for being so patient.” She began to twist the cord around her fingers, a ridiculously large smile spread across her face. “I know I was a little skittish at first. It’s not so much the fact that I have a gun, but it was just heavier than I imagined. It takes some getting used to.”

“Yeah, no problem. It was your first time. I imagine with you bein’ a helpful person, thinking of having to—how can I say it?—help someone meet their maker is not exactly what you’d like to be doin’, but hey, it’s the world we live in. If ya can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” He was suddenly quiet, as if there was something else he’d wanted to say, but was still on the fence about it.

“Angelo?”

“Yeah, sweet sugar baby?” Her pussy pulsed with the way his deep voice said those words. She bit her lower lip, shaking her head. So in lust and love. She could hear his lighter flickering and imagined him bringing a cigarette to his mouth, its glow illuminating his handsome face as he sat in a darkened bedroom.

“My aunt asked me what you do for a livin’. I made up something. Is there something specific you want me to say from now on?”

“Just tell the truth.”

“What?!”

He chuckled.

“I just wanted to hear your reaction. I mean, ya know, say whatever you think is best, baby.” He paused. “Oh, before it slips my mind, I want you to pack your work clothes for tomorrow and spend the night with me.”

“Yeah, I can do that. You’re gonna drive me, right? No bus or subway.”

“Have I ever allowed you to take a cab, bus, subway, a fuckin’ tricycle to work?”

“No.” She smacked her lips, then grinned as she practically wrapped that cord into a knot.

“Well then… what kinda crummy guy do ya take me for, huh? My girl doesn’t ride the fuckin’ bus when she’s with me. She rides in style. Get pretty. I’ll take ya for a late night bite to eat after the movie. Get yourself some expensive white wine, lobster ’nd caviar. That’ll make ya happy… I always wanna keep ya happy.”

“Baby, being with you makes me happy. You don’t have to be so extravagant all the time.”

“Yeah, I know that. But I like spoiling you.” Her cheeks filled with heat. “What’s that movie ya wanted to see again? I checked the times earlier.” She could hear what sounded like papers rustling. Perhaps he had the newspaper. “But right this second, the title is slippin’ my mind.”

“The movie we’re going to see is “The Black Stallion,” with Mickey Rooney.”

“Yeah, that’s it. See the fuckin’ sacrifices I make for ya? I agreed to take you to a horrible fuckin’ movie that nobody wants to see but you, ’cause you’re my girl.”

“You said you wanted to see it, too!”

“Like hell I did. Ya told me about it, I said no fuckin’ thanks. Then ya went on with your song and dance… giving me those puppy dog eyes of yours. ‘Oh, Angelo, please. Jessie said it was a must-see flick. Jessie and Winona said it was so good!’” He imitated her voice, making her laugh. “‘You have to see it, baby. All my friends said it’s so sweet and heartwarming.’ Warm my fuckin’ ass.”

She rolled her eyes.

“I think you’re jealous of my friends.”

“Besides that night at Studio 54, I’ve only seen ’em a few times when I’ve driven up to your job to take you out for lunch. Why would I be jealous of them?”

“I think you’re jealous of how much I talk about them. You don’t like to share me. You compete with them. You know they’re like sisters to me, and you’re jealous of how much time we spend together.”

“Unless they’re fuckin’ you, Andrea, in some sorta strange department store orgy cult you gals got goin’ on that you haven’t told me about, then what the hell do I care about what you broads do?”

“You’re a real jerk.” She tried to sound serious, then burst out laughing.

“They can’t fuck you. They can’t make you laugh like I can. They care about you, I’m sure, but what they got with you is different from what you and I share. And besides, who wants a girlfriend with no fuckin’ friends? You’d be unhappy then. I want you to be happy, just like I said… so I’ve got nothin’ to be jealous of. I’ll endure this movie…” His tone was more serious now. “But, another way for me to look at it is, if I’m spending time with you, then that’ll make it fun. It’ll be worth it.”

“I’m definitely worth it.”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me, baby. I know it.” She smirked. “I’ll even get ya some popcorn, soda, candy, all that shit. Real fuckin’ romantic.”

She shook her head. “Well, I better start getting ready then, Angelo. Oh, and by the way, hate to spoil your parade, but Aunt Flo is in town.”

“So.”

“So?”

“Tell that bitch to step aside. She’s crampin’ my style.”

“Well, that’s ironic. You don’t know shit about cramps, but the point is, there’s not going to be any hanky-panky tonight, Angelo. I can give ya a hand job or some head, though. I know how you get.”

“Your blow jobs are fuckin’ amazing, but I was in the mood for a little more than that tonight.”

“Well, that’s too damn bad. Don’t go ruining everything. I tried to tell you in advance so you wouldn’t feel blindsided. Hold on.” She put the phone down, retrieved her drink from the living room, and chugged on it all the way back to the kitchen to place the empty bottle on the counter. “All right. I’m back.”

“So you’re on the rag. Fine. Did it just start?”

“What does that matter?” She put her hand on her hip and grimaced.

“Because then, ya know, it’s still light. A little spotting is all. We can still fuck around and—”

“Angelo, no horizontal tango.”

“Look, ya don’t seem to get it.”

“No, you don’t seem to get it. I knew that I was giving yo’ ass too much sex! You’re some kinda nymphomaniac.” She snickered. “You wanna talk about spoiled? You’re the one that’s spoiled. Make me regret saying anything at all, and I knew you’d respond like this. I just knew it.”

“Then why are you getting angry? Didn’t the cards, crystals, our daily horoscopes, four leaf clovers and a bowl of fuckin’ Raisin Bran tell ya I like my sex, and I like it served often? We’re amazing in the sack. It’s fuckin’ incredible. This is bullshit. I don’t give uh shit about the Red Sea. Throw a towel down and let’s go!”

“Angelo!”

“I’m serious, baby!” They both laughed now. “I’m not waiting five or six days to fuck, Andrea.” The man is insatiable… “Head alone isn’t gonna cut it. That’s an appetizer. I need to be inside of you.” She hated how her pussy throbbed at the sound of his words. “We’ll put a towel down, like I said, or do it in the shower. You honestly think I’m scared of a little blood? Just think about that for a minute.” He has a point… “Now, pack that bag and go get ready. I’m comin’ for ya.”

“Okay. See you in a bit.”

“You bet.”

She hung up the phone and stood there. Her stomach was filled with butterflies, as though she were a teenager on her first date. Getting her cap opener, she opened a new bottle of soda and drank up.

I’m in love…
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Let Me Introduce Myself.

[image: Chapter 15 Image]

Rule 15: Never abandon family. EVER.

My father told me when I was just a boy, “Angelo, when you do good, son, no one remembers. But, when you do wrong, no one forgets. Never be forgotten…”

The honking cars made a ruckus, as did several delivery trucks pulling up and dropping off their loads. The noise of the city was compounded by loud buses and rumbling old automobiles travelling in the Meatpacking district. Angelo parked his ride near the White Tower Hamburger restaurant, hopped out the car, cigarette in hand, and slipped into a nearby phone booth. Grabbing a fistful of coins from his jeans pocket, he slid a dime into the thin metal slot. He was calling his associate, Tony, a guy he’d known since the age of seventeen. They’d met through the Zamboni family. Tony was a pretty good gun for hire himself. Well respected. Not too showy, and knew his stuff. The phone rang a couple of times.

“Hey, Tony, it’s Angelo Ferrari. I ran into Hector a minute ago, and he said Fred called Danny, but the rest after that didn’t make much sense. I tried to call Fred, but his wife, Katie, said he isn’t home, and my cousin, Luciano, who’s with him, isn’t home yet either. I know you keep your nose to the grind. It’s your job. All I know is some shit about Fred callin’ Hector, but Danny answered the phone at the shop instead of him and now I’m just tryna figure out what the hell is going on. Do ya know anything? I’m getting concerned. What gives?”

The man took a deep breath—one far longer and more intense than Angelo was comfortable with.

“Angelo, Danny called me too, since he couldn’t track ya down. He said he got a call from someone, he thinks it was Fred… and uh, he sounded outta his fuckin’ mind. Screamin’ and carrying on. Before he could finish whatever he was blabbering about, Danny heard gunshots. Then, someone grabbed the phone.”

“And said what?”

“Yeah… uh, Angelo, not sure how to tell ya this, but—”

“Just spit it out.”

There was a long pause.

“Patrick Murphy got on the phone and he said he needed to speak to someone about some money that Fred owed him. I asked around, but no one knows what the fuck he was talkin’ about. He musta been high off his ass.”

“Fred doesn’t owe him any money. That’s bullshit. Fred was tryna get a gig or two, move some dope for ’em, and that’s it.”

“It was more than likely an extortion scheme ’cause of Fred’s contacts. Everybody trusts Fred. You know that. That could be exploited if he’s used as a patsy. I hate to tell ya this, man, but Patrick said Luciano is dead, Angelo.” He closed his eyes as his heart began to race… It felt like the blood was draining out of his body, flooding his fucking shoes. “And according to Danny, no one has heard from Fred in hours. We’ve been tryna reach ya. We know you kinda watch after him. From the way Danny made it sound, if he and Luc are by some miracle still alive, they’re in trouble, man. I woulda gone over there myself, but Paulie was too chicken shit to come with me to handle Patrick and his crew. You know how they get around those guys. I couldn’t run up in there by myself, and I’m short-staffed today. He’s a fuckin’ pussy; always has a bunch of fuckholes around him because he can’t fight, and can barely shoot straight.”

“Yeah…” Angelo rubbed his forehead as his jaws tightened to the point of pain.

Tony had a few guys he’d trained himself for smaller-scale hits. He’d become quite the entrepreneur. “I’m sure you understand. Patrick is a fuckin’ monster, but he’s a coward. Nothin’ worse than a psychotic weakling, man. They’ll throw their own fuckin’ mother under the bus just to buy five minutes to haul ass. He hangs with like fifteen, twenty guys at any given time so he doesn’t have to battle. Because of that though, no one can go in there solo. If ya hang tight, I can meet ya at your spot, get you a few of our guys in about an hour, and we can settle the score.”

“I don’t have an hour, Tony. I don’t have thirty minutes. I’ve got only right now. Fred is worth something to them alive, so I bet they’d hesitate to take him out. But eventually, they’re going to kill Fred, too, if they haven’t already. I gotta go get him. I’ll take care of it myself.”

Angelo took a hard pull of his cigarette.

“Angelo, are ya fuckin’ crazy? They may be a bunch of jerk-offs, but they don’t play around! You don’t wanna end up like—”

Swirls of smoke escaped his lips as he slammed down the receiver on the payphone. He raced to his parked car, his brain feeling heavy and swollen, about to explode and split his skull wide open. He hopped in his ride and banged the dashboard with an unrelenting fist. Over and over he hit the damn thing, screaming at the top of his lungs.

“FUCK! SHIT! FUCK! FUCK! FUCK!”

After a while, he gathered his wits. He leaned back into the seat and looked up at the car ceiling for a minute. Then, he turned on the engine and it purred like a kitten getting an ear rub. ‘Jamie’s Crying,’ by Van Halen, blasted from the radio speakers. He reached into the glove compartment and grabbed his Glock and Colt M1911, jamming them each into the holster on either side of his hips. Then, he placed a third gun in his black leather jacket pocket. Pulling away from the curb, he headed to the den of iniquity. Like a map plastered inside his brain, he recalled turn by turn, exactly where Patrick motherfucking Murphy resided: in Woodland Heights, in the Bronx.

He turned the music up as loud as it would go and rolled down the window to let out the smoke. His nerve endings were on fire. The thirst for blood within him was stronger than a vampire’s in a room full of menstruating women. When he arrived close to Patrick’s place, he parked a few houses down. He killed the lights and studied the large, unassuming light gray structure. He could see a few lights on inside, shadows, and a couple cars parked out front in the driveway. Making double sure he had his knives, assorted weapons, and guns, including a fully loaded one in a back holster. He stepped out.

After dropping his cigarette on the asphalt, then stomping it out, he straightened his jacket collar, checking it out in the car window reflection. He then popped the trunk of his car, and fetched his automatic rifle. Rain started to fall as he approached the front door. Perhaps it was God crying… He raised the rifle, aiming the bitch, and shot the doorknob. Smoke filled the air, and screaming and gunfire immediately ensued when he walked the fuck in as if he’d been invited for a celebration. He ducked behind a couch as bullets flew in his direction, spraying the air all around him.

“Christ! It’s fuckin’ Casper! SHIT!” someone yelled. He quickly stood and threw his knife, followed by a Chinese star from his inside pocket, across the room. With perfect aim, both weapons penetrated some asshole’s chest, right into his heart. He didn’t want to make any more noise with a gun right away; it was best to make the motherfuckers guess where the hell he was until he made it safely to the next location in the house. A red bearded man’s eyes rolled upward, unfocused, and he fell to the floor with a heavy thud. In a flash, Angelo made it to another room with several men inside, and after realizing Fred wasn’t one of them, he lit the place up, blasting everyone in sight. Smoke and return gunfire filled the space, but he was on a mission and nothing mattered to him except what he’d come there for.

“CASPER! You son of uh bitch! You fuckin’ wop!”

BAM! BAM! BAM!

He had no idea who the hell had yelled all of that, and he didn’t care. But as blood pooled out of the fucker’s mouth and he wobbled back, then slammed like a slaughtered pig into the wall, the light leaving his eyes, he knew one thing: the fucker was sure enough dead.

…And then, the floor creaked.

BAM! BAM!

He shot a guy he’d seen a few times – a son of a bitch who looked as if he’d been sucking on an exhaust pipe his entire miserable life. Blood covered the walls like paint, while Angelo kept shooting away at anything that moved. These bastards were far too slow, making it almost too damn easy. He could hear them loading, cocking their guns, and running before his next breath.

“Ya want this over? The blood bath continues until one of you sons of bitches tells me where the fuck Luciano and Fred are!” he called out, going from room to room, killing. And killing. And killing. His arms and hands burned as he kept on, then took a moment to reload one of his pistols.

He made his way into a bedroom. Dusky rose frills and the smell of cheap perfume and baby powder overwhelmed his senses. A woman lay there in a bed, naked. Screaming. He could tell from the sheets that were perfectly made, she hadn’t been there long. She was bluffing, trying to appear oblivious to what was happening around her. Oh, she definitely knew something…

“Where in the fuck is Luciano and Fred?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about! Please don’t shoot me!” She raised her arms, waving her hands about and causing her big tits to bounce in an almost cartoonish way.

He’d about heard enough.

“If you don’t tell me where the fuck they are, lady, after I shoot every stupid ass motherfucker in this house, I’ll head to your father’s home and kill him, too. In fact, I will kill every male in your entire fuckin’ bloodline until there’s nothing left but a bunch of Amys and Kates.”

She glared at him.

He raised his gun and calmly cocked it.

“If you think I’m bluffin’, let me introduce myself. I’m Casper, bitch.”

Recognition registered upon her face.

“Shit! Please! Okay!” she sobbed. “In the basement! They’re in the basement!”

As he tore out of the room, he heard shouting, followed by footsteps.

“There he is!”

Two men approached him, guns blazing. He returned fire, taking each of them out with rapid shots to the chest, then the head. Never make a threat you don’t intend to keep. Never leave a man alive to tell the tale… He reached the basement door and opened it, only to be met with darkness. It smelled dank, musty, and was eerily quiet. He searched for a light, but it was fried. Sliding one gun back into his jacket, he pulled out his lighter and made his way down the uneven, splintered steps. They groaned under his weight. He could hear sobbing – deep, male cries. As he got to the bottom step, he immediately turned to his right and shot blind. Someone tried to rush him from the corner of the room and he knew from the shadow, it sure as hell wasn’t Fred or Luciano. The big guy dropped to the ground, and when he turned to his left, he found Fred tied to an old wobbly chair, bleeding from the mouth.

“Jesus Christ…” He quickly untied him and yanked him up from the seat by his arm.

“Angelo, I—”

“Keep your fuckin’ voice down. Where the hell is Luciano?” He held the flame close to Fred’s face. “I already know he’s dead, motherfucker. Where did they put his body, Fred?”

“I don’t know,” Fred whispered. “I haven’t seen him since this mornin’… They killed him.” His nose twitched as his bloodshot eyes became suddenly glossy. His face was covered with nicks and fresh bruising. “I know that much. They wanted money, Angelo! It all went wrong. They thought I had money, man! It was a set up. And then they shot Luc, man. Ahhh, fuck, man!” He sobbed.

“Shut the hell up! You’re making too much noise. I can’t leave here without my cousin. Do ya fuckin’ understand me? We don’t leave family, dead or alive. I’m gonna get you outta here, and get him, too. Hold this lighter and keep the flame goin’ so I can see my way outta here.”

“But Angelo, I—”

Just then a series of loud footsteps came storming down the staircase. He pushed Fred aside and opened fire with a gun in each hand.

“Fred, kill the flame and drop down on the ground!”

He could hear the strangers’ every move, and they’d have a hard time finding him in the dark. They were clumsy and unprepared, their stammering predictable. He knew the steps they’d take before they took them. Even through all of the commotion, the disturbance in the air was clear as someone moved to the left or right. He could pick up the all too familiar stench of fear, adrenaline, and panic-induced sweat. And then he shot in that direction, never letting up until he heard that body drop. Then another. Then a third. Screams and deep groans rent the air. Grabbing Fred’s arm, he brought him close.

“Stay directly behind me.”

They stepped over several dead bodies, but one was still hanging on, the fella gasping for air. Angelo’s gaze fixed on his shadowed face in the dark while death crept close and life faded.

“Bring the lighter closer, Fred.”

He could see the slight shape of a clean-shaven chin now, and he scanned the body it was attached to as the man bled out. Some of the blood was smeared on his pants, a darker hue, not fresh at all.

“I bet you’re the one that pulled the trigger on my cousin. Yeah… that’s Luciano’s blood all ova ya, isn’t it? You spilled my cousin’s blood, you cocksucker you. I can see it on ya. Smell it on ya. Hear it on ya. Taste your satisfaction as he drew his last breath. Well, now you’re about to take yours… See ya in hell.”

He gave the guy a wink, then a swift kick to the head, then another, and another, stomping him out, causing the moron to choke on his own blood. Soon, all was quiet. Fred whimpered, breaking the silence.

“Be quiet, Fred, and kill the lighter,” he ordered.

They were on the move again, ascending the steps which creaked and sighed like the moans of a disgruntled ghost.

Their footsteps blended with the noise of their own harsh breathing. When they reached the top step, he opened the door and entered the kitchen. Fred stiffened at the sight that greeted them. It was carnage all around. The light shined upon body after body he’d taken down in a matter of seconds before getting to the basement.

“Stay close to me, but look around. Help me find Luc.” Fred stepped to his side and nodded in understanding. “I doubt they took him upstairs. He’s too big, and they’re lazy.”

“He wasn’t in the basement with me, either. I almost passed out at one point, but I was coherent,” Fred whispered.

They drifted from room to room, and then, he noticed one small closet that was partially ajar. He opened it, and out fell Luciano’s ghostly white, bloodied dead body with a gaping hole in the back of the head. He caught the body right before it hit the ground. His limbs were a bit stiff. Rigor Mortis had started to set in.

“AHHH, FUCK! LUCIANO! LUC! OH, MAN!” Fred yelled, coming undone. Angelo quickly grabbed his dead cousin and turned him over to see the poor guy’s eyes still open as he struggled to hold the dead weight.

“Fred! Pull yourself the fuck together and grab his gotdamn legs. We gotta get outta here!” The two of them hauled Luciano’s cumbersome body towards the front entrance he’d blown up earlier. Just as they were about to step out onto the small porch and beat it, shots rang out once again.

“FUCK!” Angelo’s shoulder got hit. An immediate burning sensation radiated throughout his body and a piercing pain joined it in an aching accord, forcing him to drop Luciano. Gripping his bleeding arm, he looked up, and there at the top of the steps stood big fucking Patrick, his face beet red, his eyes even redder, holding a rifle. He shot at them again, but this time, he missed.

BAM!

Using his good arm, Angelo shot Patrick in the neck. Blood sprayed from the hole, and Patrick’s screams rattled the entire damn house. He shot at the man again, and again, until the bastard tumbled down the steps towards them like a giant snowball and landed at the bottom in a fleshy, bloodied heap. His body was distorted and grossly mangled, the broken appendages twisted in awkward positions.

Some lady was screaming, and Angelo assumed it was the same broad he’d encountered in the rose colored room. She sounded as if she’d gone upstairs now, and he could hear running footsteps – but they were becoming fainter, as if she were trying to find a place to hide. When he turned around, Fred was puking his guts out on the porch. Luciano’s body lay next to them with his dead eyes, graying complexion, and hardening appendages, looking up at the sky. Fighting through the pain in his shoulder, Angelo grabbed his cousin’s body once again, grunting.

“Fred, I don’t have time for this shit. Grab his fuckin’ feet. Let’s go!”

Moments later, Luciano’s body was in the backseat of his car. Fred had gone pale, as if he too were dead. The guy kept quiet, barely even breathing. Angelo drove down the street, the window cracked, smoking a cigarette while ‘Hey Joe,’ by Jimi Hendrix, played in the car.

“You’re not gonna sit there and turn comatose on me. Open your fuckin’ mouth and tell me how the hell this happened.”

Fred audibly swallowed, then slumped forward, staring at his feet.

“We came, and at first, everything was fine. About twenty minutes into the meeting, they uh, wanted to speak to me privately. Asked Luc to step outta the room. Luc refused, said that where I go, he goes. Things got crazy, they started tryna shake me down, wanted me to call people and get money. Turns out, they didn’t need another runner; they wanted my connections. Wanted to start a gambling operation, but ya know, it takes money to make money. Said I could help run it. That was a lie. I knew at that point, I was fucked. They handed me the phone, told me to call all these different people to get cash, but nobody picked up. Then, I thought to call Hector. I knew you weren’t home, but I remember you sayin’ you’d be in that area near his store today. Said ya had errands.”

“And then what?”

“So, I called Hector. I was, uh… scared. They had a gun to my head. It was the only person I could think of that might have a little bread and would pick up the phone. As I was on the phone with him, Pat threatened Luciano because—”

“You were on the phone with Hector’s son. Danny. Danny actually was the one who answered the phone, Fred. Tony cleared that up for me.”

The man looked a bit confused, but simply nodded and continued.

“Okay, well, uh, Danny then. Luciano said to take the fuckin’ gun off me. They refused. He said that was it, he was finished, and we were leaving. That this wasn’t what I came for. He and another guy started arguing, and that guy pulled out his gun, but Luc was faster and shot him, Angelo. Then… then before I knew it, another one jumped up and shot Luc up. You know the guy, the same fella you saw in the basement. Luc fell to the ground, but… he was still alive even after all of that. He tried to crawl away. To get away…” He paused, and started to sob once more. Up and down his shoulders heaved, trembling. “People started screamin’, and then, Pat stood over Luc and shot him again, in the back of the head. He shot him, Angelo! Killed him dead!”

Fred started blubbering again, falling to pieces. Angelo just kept on driving slowly. “Then, it was a mad house. Everyone in there panicked. I heard ’em sayin’ that the guy fucked up! Ya know, the one that shot Luciano. Pat said he had to finish him off, that the damage was already done. They were all arguing amongst themselves. They got into it, and Pat was in his face sayin’ that ya don’t shoot a guy like Luciano, and definitely not anyone he’s in business with! Jesus! They knew they were screwed, man. They knew it!”

“…And then what?”

“Pat told the guy who shot him to put his body somewhere, out of the way. Things got all crazy. I sat there while they made some calls, tryna figure out what to do. They said they were already in too deep. Before all of this happened, Luc had told them he was there to lend moral support. Said he was a friend of mine, and since they knew him, they let him stay at first. Everyone knows you two are related, though. Everyone knows, besides me, that he was your right hand. They knew they fucked up when they killed him, Angelo, ’cause then they’d have to deal with you and anyone else who got sicced on ’em. You two looked out for one another… and I know, before you even say it, man!” Fred turned to him, his face red and splotchy, the bleeding cuts in his flesh a sure sign he’d been tortured. “Ya told me to not deal with them! I KNOW YA FUCKIN’ TOLD ME, MAN! I’m sorry, Angelo! I’m really fuckin’ sorry.”

Angelo lit a fresh cigarette and puffed away while ‘The World is a Ghetto,’ by War, was playing.

“Angelo, you gotta believe me, man. The conversations went good at first, ya know? No problem. They didn’t want Luciano there though. He refused to budge. He followed your orders.”

“Don’t you ever, in your fuckin’ miserable, maggot life, try ’nd pin my cousin’s death on me.”

“I… I’m not, Angelo! I’m just saying he was loyal, is all.”

Angelo glanced through the rear-view mirror at his cousin laid out in the back. His face looked peaceful. He’d crossed his arms over his body and closed his eyes, as if he were already in a casket. Waves of sorrow pulled him under. He hadn’t wanted to feel that way ever again; the pain of losing someone you cared about so deeply had a way of ripping your damn soul out of your chest.

“Loyal, huh? Yeah. Loyalty is an interesting concept, now isn’t it?” He puffed on his cigarette, needing to get a few things off of his chest. “For most of our lives, since we were kids, Fred, you’ve always gotten into jams. You’ve always tried to be someone you’re fuckin’ not!” Fred hung his head. “Ya wanted to be a fuckin’ gangster… Ya wanted to be big time! You’d beg me, when we were younger, to tag along everywhere I went. Ya wanted everything I had, everything I was, and I kept tryna protect you from it. You just couldn’t accept yourself for the good square you are. Naturally. Fred, I told you a million fuckin’ times that men like me are born, not made. We’re then cultivated by our fathers, uncles, pimps, whores, drug dealers – whoever gets their hands on us and decides to teach us, mold us, school us, once they see we’ve got that dark seed.

“Dark seeds bring money. They bring fear. They give growth to power. You don’t think there’s a price for that?! You don’t think we pay in some way? SEEDS NEED WATER, AND WE PAY WITH OUR FUCKIN’ BLOOD! THIS IS HOW WE FUCKIN’ PAY!” The car rocked as he snapped around and pointed angrily at his cousin’s dead body. “You didn’t have this horrible shit inside of you. You were good! Ya saw it as an insult, all these years, when I’d tell ya you had nothing to prove. We liked ya just how you were, Fred. You had the life a lot of guys like me wanted, if we could swing it. But no…” He laughed dismally. “The grass was always greener on the other side. Everyone liked ya, Fred. But you never liked yourself.”

Fred pressed his head against the window, his eyes full of tears.

“I’m sorry, Angelo,” he repeated for a third time.

“Sorry won’t cut it. Sorry didn’t do it, Fred. You did. I warned you about these guys! I begged ya not to go over there. I then find out you defied me, wanted to do it anyway, tempt fate, so I call my main man, my cousin, one of my best fuckin’ friends, and ask him to accompany ya so that nothing shady goes down. And this is how it ends… You’ve been trying to destroy your life for years. For a while you got on a good track. You even went to college for a bit, got married, had some kids. Nah, life wasn’t perfect, your wife is a cunt sometimes, but she loves ya, and you love her. Your life was fine. It was fuckin’ normal, and you pissed it away.”

He came to a red light and stopped.

“Angelo, I know you’re cross with me. I know—”

“Cross?” He sucked his teeth. “Cross isn’t the word, Fred. I gotta drive Luc over to his ol’ lady, a woman who’s like a sister to me, and tell her that her husband is dead. She’s given birth to four of his kids, and her belly is big with the fifth. I gotta tell my grandma that another one of her grandchildren got popped. She knows the life he and I live, just like she knew what my father did, her son-in-law. We just don’t talk about it. But now, I gotta bring this shit to her front door! I gotta go to my nonna and tell ’er that her poor Luciano is gone. Ain’t no comin’ back from the dead. He’s gone for good!” He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “Luciano was like a brother to me. We understood one another. I’ve lost my cousin, and I’ve lost my friend. All because you couldn’t stand to be normal…”

Nothing else was said for the rest of the ride home. Angelo pulled up to Luciano’s apartment, parked the car, and went inside. As if in a fog, he looked Marie in the eyes and told her the horrible truth. The short woman with the long black hair and big dark brown eyes fainted in his arms. After helping her come to, he went out the door. And then he stood there. Unmoving. Staring at his car. At Fred.

Moments later, he snapped out of it and approached his Firebird, unzipping his jacket with the bullet hole in the shoulder along the way. His arm was feeling heavier and heavier, and blood was trickling down his chest from the wound, sticking to his shirt. He could hear Marie’s scream as he sat in the driver’s seat. His world was crumbling. The wailing went on and on from that moment forward. It didn’t stop. It wracked his brain. It would haunt him all damn night. Perhaps longer than that.

“Angelo, aren’t we leaving Luc here?” Fred said with concern in his eyes.

“No. Change of plans.”

Tossing the jacket on the floor of the vehicle, he turned the car on and pulled away from the curb.

“Angelo, you… you’re bleeding a lot from your arm there. You’re shot. We gotta get you to the hospital.”

“It’s a graze.”

“It’s not a graze. It’s bleeding bad. You need help!”

“It’s a fuckin’ graze. Shut the hell up.”

“Angelo, if ya hate me so damn much, why do you keep me around, huh?!” the man yelled, sounding more pitiful than angry. “I thought we were friends. You scratch my back, I scratch yours. I’ve been there for ya! When you call, I drop everything and come, but you always make me feel like I’m stupid! A liability!”

The sounds of ‘My Life’ by Billy Joel filled the space, overwhelming him. He turned it down a notch to listen to Fred bitch and moan.

“Fred,” he stroked his goatee, trying to not go off the deep end, “that’s because you and Luc were two of the few people I knew who would never stab me in the fuckin’ back. That’s why I kept ya around, Fred. You are an idiot, but you’re my friend, like a brother, and you’re steadfast. And there’s more to it.”

“Oh yeah?!” the man said with venom as he snatched a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it with the lighter Angelo had given him in Patrick’s basement.

“Oh yeah, motherfucker.” Angelo laughed as he gripped the steering wheel to keep his fists from wrapping around Fred’s fucking neck and killing him, too. “Your father made my pops promise to look after ya after he died all those years ago.” Fred slowly turned towards him, his cigarette limp in his hands. “Before my father died, he told me, ‘Hey, Angelo, if anything happens to me, look after Frederick.’ So, I had to look after ya. I promised my father I would. Your father, like you, had done a lot for my pops.”

“That doesn’t make sense! We’re the same age. Why would my father ask your dad to do a thing like that?”

“Your father was afraid people would take advantage of you.” His eyes narrowed on the bastard. “Just like they did tonight…” I shouldn’t have sent Luciano. I should have come myself. I do share part of the blame…

They continued on in silence, the music and the sounds of the city the only noise. He ignored the stinging pain of his arm and tried to stop grinding his teeth. Soon, he arrived at Tony’s crib.

“Fred, get out the car, ring the bell, then knock twice on the door. Tell Tony Luciano is in here.” Fred nodded and stepped out.

He watched as the two men spoke for a bit at the front door of the apartment building. Then, Tony motioned in his direction.

Fred returned to the car and got in.

“Tony said pull the car ’round back.”

Five minutes later, Luciano was inside Tony’s living room on the floor, a blanket over him, while their host was on the horn making some calls. Fred perched on the love seat while Angelo paced back and forth. All he wanted to do was tear the world apart with his bare hands. This shit was far from over. Luciano was important not only to him, but to a number of significant people. Luciano was relied on. Killing Patrick simply wasn’t enough. Taking out everyone in that house but the broad wasn’t enough, either, and there was no doubt that someone would get her, too. Not everyone had his same ethics. Having a set of tits and a pussy be damned. Patrick was one of many of his kind.

Their network was like cobwebs – spread all over the damn place. The debt wasn’t even. The score was not settled. The slate not cleaned. A war had been started. Angelo had done his part, but some of the organizations that relied on Luciano would want revenge from the rest of Patrick’s hangers-on around the city, and Patrick reported to William. William was the big kahuna. Luciano’s funeral would easily have hundreds of people in attendance. It was just that serious. They’d find each and every one of Patrick’s people, and they’d wipe out the rest of that crew in no time. You just didn’t take out Luc and not implode. There would be no business as usual once the dust settled.

“Yo, Angelo.” Tony hung up the phone, then ran his fingers through his feathered dark brown hair. “I couldn’t help but notice your situation. Looks like you’ve got a gun tattoo. Let me help clean ya up.”

“I’m all right. I’ll take care of it later. Fred, stay with Tony. He’ll take ya home.”

Fred nodded nervously, then kept shaking his head long after as he held that cigarette with an iron grip.

“Go on, Casper. I’ll ring ya tonight,” Tony offered.

Angelo finally headed out of the apartment, jumped in his car, and drove like a bat out of hell.

Tony’s going to take care of my nonna. She can’t see me like this. He winced as he touched his shoulder, the pain getting worse by the minute. Shit! I almost forgot… I have to call Andrea and tell her I can’t come by tonight… I’ll have to make up an excuse. He kept on driving towards his apartment, then turned up the music. ‘My Sherona,’ by The Knack, was the song that greeted him. He smoked his cigarette, doing his utmost to blink away the pain of losing Luciano, and kept on rollin’…
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


For the Bible Says…

[image: Chapter 16 Image]

Rule 16: Life will sometimes come at you fast. Only a woman or death will make you slow down. Sometimes they’re one and the same. Make sure they’re not.

That was the strangest conversation ever…

Andrea had worn her cute little light orange sweater, gold lion pendant necklace, matching earrings, and tight black pants, ready to show off her new threads for Angelo. All that effort, only to be told that he wasn’t feeling well and they’d have to reschedule. Before she could ask any questions or offer to help, the man was off the phone and she was listening to the dial tone. At first, she was upset and started to dial him back to let him know she didn’t appreciate being hung up on like that. But then, she thought better of it. Something wasn’t right. In fact, that whole day, something seemed off. She couldn’t figure out what it was, so she kept her gun near, just in case she received an uninvited visitor. With Angelo’s help, now she was ready. Was her black rose petal pursuer back? Her nerves were a wreck. She’d been on edge since eating her orange slices during her break at work, but thoughts of Angelo kept popping into her mind, and not good ones.

It was as if she was somehow tuning into his channel. The show was pure static, and it left her bewildered. His energy came across as troubled. Drowning in a deep, dark pool of rage.

She removed her heels, kicking them to the side in angst, and grabbed a bottle of wine from the refrigerator. After pouring herself a glass, she lit a few white candles and placed an album on the record player: ‘Hot Child in the City,’ by Nick Glider. She snapped her fingers to the rhythm, letting the music sink in. Then, she grabbed a bag of crystals, her playing cards, and a pendulum. Sitting cross-legged in the middle of the living room floor, she shuffled the cards and took a sip of wine.

What the hell is this man up to? He is a damn fool if he thinks I’m going to let this slide. He cancels on me at last minute like this… That’s not like him, and he didn’t sound right. I hope I get some answers because this shit is unacceptable.

She pulled several cards from the deck, then laid them out one by one, keeping them face down. Reaching into her black velvet bag of crystals, eyes closed, she pulled out one and placed it next to the cards. When she opened them, she took a deep breath. She sipped on the wine and turned the cards over, one by one.

The knight of spades. The king of spades. Several sixes and nines…

He’s conflicted. He’s upset. Some sort of… fight. Knight of spades is youthful, but he is always charging towards something to handle a conflict. To fight. King of spades is a very wise, brilliant man. These two are layered, showing they are the same person in this reading. The king of spades sometimes means a battle is taking place, too. Sometimes that battle is internal, not external. This is Angelo.

She studied the crystal she’d pulled, holding it in the palm of her hand. Lepidolite.

Lepidolite is good for balancing emotions, oftentimes in case of trauma.

She touched the lilac-gray stone with the tip of her finger.

Trauma… What trauma, Angelo? Are you hurt? The kings in the deck drew her attention again. Spades was movement. Action. Below it was the Jack of Hearts. Typically, that was a great card, meaning a friend or lover, an honest guy, brave and respectable, but this was upside down. She kept gravitating to the heart in the card.

The color red… Red means passion. Lust. Love. But also anger… Angry about what? Did I do something? Jack of Hearts is a guy in love, but this one is the wrong way up. There are kings and male energy throughout here. I don’t think this is about me. This doesn’t come across as a love or relationship reading. I mean, mentally, with the way he acted towards me just now, I kinda feel like it’s about me, but I’m nowhere in this reading; nor is his mother or grandmother. This is about him, about Angelo. But there are men around him, too. Not every single card here is Angelo, and he’s got this joker next to him. That could be external or internal. A man might have tried to trick him, acted foolishly, lied, or got him in some sort of trouble. I’ve never seen so many men in one reading. Why are they there?

She grabbed her pendulum and held it high. It swung from right to left, over and over.

“Swing towards the left, for No. Swing towards the right, for Yes… Did Angelo get into some sort of conflict or trouble today?” She held the pendulum higher, then flicked it. Around and around the clear crystal on the string went, then began to sway to the right. She sighed, then placed it down. Getting to her feet, she went to her coffee table and gripped her new Bible which had come in a big box from the magazine catalog. She sat back down, closed her eyes, and began flipping the thick, gold-bound pages back and forth, back and forth, then stopped when it felt right. She placed her finger down on a page. Then, after taking several deep breaths, she opened her eyes and read the scripture:

“Ecclesiastes 12:7. And the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it…” Confused, she read again. “Did someone die?” She closed her eyes once again, closed the Bible, opened it back up, and once more flipped the pages back and forth. Then, she began to pray.

“God, please show me what I need to know. I believe you placed Angelo and me together. I believe you mean for us to be as one, for me to be his woman, and he my man. None of us are free of sin and wrong-doing. You know our hearts. Please show me what I need to do right now, if anything. I am confused. I see him fighting, I think. I see him upset and depressed. In fact, I can feel it! I can feel him all inside me.” She closed her eyes again, trying to catch her breath as strong emotions overcame her. “He called me, not sounding like himself tonight. Not sounding right at all. Angelo doesn’t open up the way he should, so I need your help, Lord. Please show me a scripture that tells me what you want me to do. If it is nothing, I will accept that answer, too.”

She gave the Bible one more flip, then once again placed her finger on a scripture. Opening her eyes, she read it aloud.

“Ezekiel 3:18. When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you do not warn him or speak out to warn the wicked from his wicked way that he may live, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand.”

Oh, God. Something is definitely wrong. Okay, I hear you. I must speak out… I must go to him. She closed the Bible, picked up her belongings, and placed them all back in their rightful place. After turning off the music and blowing out her candles, she grabbed her jacket. Ten minutes later, she was up the street, hailing a cab. She jumped in the back seat, wind and rain beating against the car as she rattled off Angelo’s home address to the driver. She sat there in the backseat, gripping her purse, her heart pounding nearly out of her chest. Her stomach knotted painfully, as if she’d had a bad meal that made her sick from the inside out. Something was so very wrong, and no one could tell her otherwise…
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Sitting at the table in his bedroom, Angelo took another labored breath. Blood-soaked cotton balls and gauze littered the floor and trashcan. With the flame from his lighter, he purified the blade. He stuffed the cloth in his mouth, braced himself, and pierced his flesh to try to extract the bullet. It had been eleven years since he’d been shot the very first time in his life. That had been a graze that left little damage to his lower right leg. He knew he was in trouble almost immediately today when it happened, but he had to finish getting his cousin out of that house, as well as get Fred to safety. Pain be damned.

“AHHHH!” He spat the cotton rag out of his mouth, then assessed his progress. It was happening, slowly but surely. The bullet was embedded in the muscle, and he knew if he didn’t get it out soon, he could have irreparable damage to his shoulder. It was too far close to the joint, but it could’ve been much worse. He reached over to the red table, grabbed his glass of whiskey, and downed some. ‘Miss You,’ by the Rolling Stones, was his background music, and a stick of Cannabis incense burned nearby. Minutes ticked by. More blood… more whiskey… more curses.

He suddenly heard his buzzer go off at the front door of the apartment building. The alarm clock on his nightstand said it was almost ten PM. Holding his arm, he got to his feet and made his way to the kitchen, then pressed the button.

“Yeah?!”

“…Angelo. It’s me.”

Fuck…

He closed his eyes and hung his head.

“I already told ya I’m not feelin’ good, baby. Please go home.” He tried to not sound angry when in fact, he was.

“I can’t go home.”

“Why not, Andrea?”

“Because the Bible told me to come.”

“The Bible?” He rolled his eyes. “Isn’t that the same Bible that tells ya witches are evil?”

“I’m not a witch.”

He rolled his eyes again. “The Bible says that people like you, with your type of gifts, and I know ya got ’em because I saw it for myself, should drown in a river, Andrea. Or burn at the stake. Somethin’ like that, right? My days of children’s Sunday school and readin’ the good book are fuzzy, but I know there’s something in there like that. I also know you liken yourself to some sorta Christian witch, but the same would apply to you, regardless.”

“You just wasted a whole minute talkin’ a bunch of jive. Let me in, Angelo.”

“Andrea, stop. I can’t see ya right now. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He turned away to walk back to his bedroom when the buzzer sounded again. Cursed, he stormed back over.

“You’re pushin’ me! I told ya—”

“I know someone may have died! I know you’re upset or hurt in some way, and I know you better open this gotdamn door, Angelo! Open this shit, now!”

He rested his head against the wall and shook it. And then, resigned, he pushed the little button to open the front apartment building door so she could come in. Typically, she was able to enter when someone was entering or exiting, but perhaps she’d waited a bit and no one showed up. Now, he’d be stuck trying to explain what the hell happened. His shoulder situation was hard to miss. Leaving her out in the cold was no longer an option.

A few minutes later, his woman was banging on his front door. She bypassed the doorbell and went straight berserk with her fist against the wood.

He stared at her through the peephole.

“When I open this fuckin’ door, Andrea, I don’t want any bullshit. Do ya understand me?”

“Mmm hmm. I understand.” Her lips pursed and she crossed her arms, all while tapping her foot impatiently.

Great. Nothin’ but attitude. I’m fucked.

He undid the locks, swung the door open… BAM!

“Jesus Christ, Andrea! Shit!”

“Talkin’ to me like that! Have you lost yo’ mind, boy?!” She slammed his door closed and locked it, while he rubbed his head where she’d bonked him with her purse. And then… her gaze rested on his shoulder. “Oh my God! Oh my God! What happened, Angelo?!” She wrapped herself around him, holding him, but mindful of his shoulder.

“I’m fine, baby.” He kissed the top of her head.

“No, you aren’t.” She stepped back and looked at his wound. “That’s… that’s a gunshot wound.”

“No kiddin’?” He chuckled as he made his way back into his bedroom with her trailing close behind. Plopping down in the chair, he took another swig of whiskey.

“You need to go to the hospital.”

“Not gonna happen.” He pressed into the wound and gritted his teeth, trying to find where he’d left off.

“Why not?”

“Because that leaves a paper trail. Any time a guy like me shows up at the ER, it gets put in a file and then the police can link ya up with crimes in the city around that same time frame, even shit ya didn’t do. There are no papers on me. Never have been, never will be. I would’ve considered just leaving it alone, but it’s too close to where I swing my arm, ya know, that joint, so it’s gotta come out.”

“You know I want you to tell me what happened, but for right now, let me help you.” She walked away and he heard her in his bathroom, turning the faucet on.

“Andrea, ya can’t help me. I can do this, all right?” When she returned, she was patting her hands dry and holding a bottle of rubbing alcohol.

“Stop using that knife. You’re going to leave too many scars, and you could accidently make it worse.”

He looked her up and down for a spell. “How would you know?”

“Well, first of all, these sorts of things have always interested me. I studied medicine and the body to help some of my clients with their aches and pains. I make special remedies out of natural ingredients, as you know. Secondly, my Aunt Bev had gone to nursing school, but once she started havin’ kids, she decided to stay home with them. That didn’t erase the knowledge she had, though. She’d help people on the sly. I watched ’er take a couple bullets outta people when I was a kid. These guys wouldn’t go to the hospital for the same reasons you’re telling me you won’t go. Like you said, sometimes she’d tell people it was best if they left it alone, but you’re right. In this case, it’s too close to your joint, so it could travel, even leave your shoulder altogether, hit a vital organ and possibly kill you if it punctures or obstructs the wrong thing. You could get an infection, too. You’re going about this crudely, and I’m concerned you might be losing too much blood. Are you feeling lightheaded?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. Got some needle-nose pliers?”

He looked at her inquisitively, then nodded.

“Yeah, in the kitchen. Second drawer on the right.” When she left, he tried to calm his breathing while ‘Shadow Dancing,’ by Andy Gibb was starting to play. She soon returned with the pliers, a bowl of water, and several towels.

“Sit straight up, baby.” He did as she asked. “See, this is at an awkward angle. You’re right-handed, trying to tend to a right shoulder injury, and you can’t get at it well because you have to use your left hand.”

“Shit.” He winced as she pressed an alcohol-laced towel gently against his wound.

“I looked in your bathroom and didn’t see any peroxide. I see you cleaned up the wound pretty well, but you’ve made a few minor cuts in your efforts. I wanted them disinfected.” As he sat there being tended to, she hummed to the music and he realized that he was definitely in good hands. It hurt less than when he was doing the job, and she was taking her time. Nevertheless, he did not like her being involved like this. That was a hard rule he’d just broken. Your woman was never supposed to be wrapped up in your bullshit, yet here she was.

“Luciano is dead,” he blurted out.

She paused and stroked his jaw as he looked up into her eyes.

“He’s my cousin. My mother’s sister’s kid. My Aunt Joyce’s son. Luc is her eldest son. You met him at—”

“I remember him, honey. Studio 54. You two favor each other in the face a little. Same nose, hair and eye color. What happened?”

“He was trying to help my friend, Fred. Some guys tried to shake ’em down and Luciano did what Luciano did best. Protect.” He lowered his gaze to the floor. Her fingers ran soothingly through his hair, then she kissed his cheek.

“I’m sorry, Angelo.”

“How’d you know someone died and I was hurt?” Their eyes met, and she offered a sad smile before tossing a blood-soaked cloth into the trashcan.

“God told me…” He looked away. “I had the cards and a few other things laid out, and then, I opened my new Bible. You know you can’t keep this sort of thing from me, Angelo. When I’m not supposed to be involved, I don’t get an answer. When I’m supposed to know something, I find out. You should’ve never shown romantic interest in me if you expected to be able to hoard all of your secrets to yourself.”

“I know what you are.”

“That’s fine to know what someone is, but you must also understand what they can do.” Their eyes locked, and he once again averted her gaze. “I imagine, with other women, they kept their mouths shut, right? Some were clueless, totally in the dark about your comings and goings, and as long as the money, good lovin’, and presents kept rollin’ in, they didn’t ask you about your affairs. Well, baby, I’m not that type of woman.” He slowly turned back in her direction, this time, with a smirk. “I ask questions. I want answers. And I love you. All of you, even the parts of you that I don’t comprehend.”

“I love you too, baby.” He took a drag of his cigarette.

“I know you do, and in loving one another, we’re discovering things. This life you live? It’s part of your journey. Me tellin’ you to stop won’t fix it. You have to want to stop on your own. I understood that after a while. You have to do it all by yourself or it won’t stick. You’d blame me years down the line for your unhappiness. I know you don’t like what I do exactly, either. I get that this is a two way street. No, I’m not out here… well, you know, but what I do makes you uncomfortable. And yet, we were drawn to each other, and we have this powerful, passionate connection. We’re strong apart, and even stronger together. You don’t want a woman you can walk all over anyway, and I don’t want a man who can’t at least try to be a better person.”

“Baby, but this is me. This is who I am. My friends are in the life. My family members are affiliated. My entire adulthood revolves around this. It’s not the only thing that defines me, but it’s important to me.”

“Because you’re good at it… and everybody wants to be good at something. Even if that ‘good at something’ is bad.”

He placed his cigarette down, bent slightly forward, and raked the hand of his good arm through his locks.

“What did you want to be when you were a little boy?” She offered him a smile, still dabbing at his wound.

“What I am.”

“Oh, come on, Angelo! No little boy looks up at the stars at night and says, ‘Damn, I hope I get to be a killa.’”

He burst out laughing, unable to help himself.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I did.” He looked at her earnestly. “You know why?”

“Actually, I’d prefer to know how, but I’ll settle for why. So, why?”

“Because I wanted to be just like my father…”

Her lips curled in a smile, and she nodded in understanding.

“Well, that makes sense.”

“I hated him a little, too… but I still wanted to be him.”

She knelt down in front of him, looking into his eyes.

“Why’d you hate him, baby?”

“…Because, I would’ve chased him to the ends of the earth to get his approval, to make him proud of me. He did act proud of me, all the time. As I got a little older, it started to dawn on me though. You know, the truth. He only loved me, because I was just like him. What if I had been different? Like my brothers? I was young, but my mind worked that way, ya know? I was asking, ‘What if?’ He treated my brothers different – they weren’t the kind of kids he wanted. They were shyer than me and him, less athletic, and not as outgoing. They had positive attributes, too, but they weren’t the kind my father coveted. Like bein’ book smart, funny, or good at chess. Don’t get me wrong, he loved all of us, but he showed favoritism. He wanted someone with a killer instinct. A kid that didn’t show much fear. Halloween and scary movies rarely made me jump. My mother used to say that me and my father had a screw loose. At first, as a little kid, that seemed pretty cool, right? Being like my old man. Being the favorite had its advantages, but then, it caused trouble between me and my brothers. Jealousy. My brothers and I have never been very close as adults. I talk to my sisters every now and again. They’re both married. Kids. Doing all right.”

He puffed on his cigarette, offering a crooked smile. He hadn’t thought about some of this shit in years. Much to his surprise, he didn’t mind talking about it with her. Andrea had that kind of magic.

“Sometimes, I was a rotten kid, just to try ’nd make him hate me. A test. But, he never did. So, there ya have it. I hate my father because he loved me too much. And I hate my mother because she didn’t love me, my brothers and sisters, or my father enough. I’m a sick motherfucker, baby.” He laughed, but her eyes were full of pity. He was up to his neck in sorrow. The emotion seeped out like that smoke from the corners of his lips, and it filled the room with the pains of yesteryear. He looked into her gorgeous eyes, and his smile slowly faded. “What am I to you, Andrea? You’re askin’ what I wanted to be as a kid, and all this other shit, but when you look at me, baby, what do you see?” Maybe he was feeling lightheaded after all. On second thought, that was his broken heart.

She reached for his hands and covered them with hers.

“To the streets, you’re Casper. To me, you’re my angel… Angelo. Just like your grandmother, your nonna calls you. When I look at you, I see a beautiful disaster, carefully contained in perfect packaging. I see a complicated man who is open and honest, but only to those he deems worthy. We’re connected. You’re a part of me now. I can feel your emotions if they are extreme – swinging from one end of the pendulum to the other. I will always know when something isn’t right with you, if God allows me to know, Angelo. I could feel your burden all the way in Brooklyn. You’ve had a horrible day which will lead to a challenging week, and month, and even years to come. How dare you try to hide that fact from me? Because I know exactly who you are. There is no hiding. Your shadows, demons, and darkness cannot protect you from the lights, angels, and likes of me…”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Whiskey Tenor
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Rule 17: Be ready to endure some pain, and lots of it. Pain was made for men, and only real men can bear it.

Getting to her feet, Andrea kept on working, and when the next surge of pain hit, he realized he was out of whiskey. He didn’t bother asking her to grab him another bottle from the kitchen to refill his glass. He simply grinned and bore it. Moments later, smiling, she showed him the bloodied projectile between the pinchers of the plyers. His eyes trained on that damn bullet, the agony it had caused when she’d pulled it out of him.

He could not speak for quite a while. Figured he hadn’t much to say, especially since Luc was dead. At least I can still feel, even if it’s nothing but pain.

She spent some more time cleaning his wound with the cotton and cloths, gently washing the blood away. Then, she wrapped a few cubes of ice in a towel and applied it to the area to numb the skin a bit. Going to the kitchen once more, she returned with a needle and thread and sutured the wound. Lastly, she covered it with fresh gauze.

“We have to change that dressing often. The stitches are just for a week or two, we’ll check it periodically to make sure it’s healing okay. It will need some air, so if you can manage, in between cleanings, leave the wrapping off for like five or ten minutes. We have to avoid an infection because if you get one, you will definitely be starting a paper trail. That or, worst case scenario, you could lose your whole damn arm if things go left.” He sighed. “You got it in a good spot, not much damage to the muscle, not too close to your rotator cuff where you can’t move, but it’s going to hurt worse tomorrow than it hurts today. It’s going to hurt like hell as it tries to heal. This ain’t like those cowboy movies, baby. You won’t be okay tomorrow, or the day after that, either. Use that Bayer in your medicine cabinet to help you, and watch the whiskey. You don’t want dehydration and inflammation. At least, that’s what I remember Aunt Bev saying to some of those guys sittin’ in that apartment in the same boat as you’re in tonight.

He managed a weak smile, and nodded. “Okay, baby. Do I get a sponge bath to go with all of this attention and care, Dr. Andrea?” he half-teased, feeling a bit amorous as he looked into her beautiful face, smelled her perfume, and admired her ass in those tight black pants.

She shook her head and smiled at him, then started to wrap up his wound with another layer of gauze.

“You’re so fuckin’ gorgeous.” He caressed her chin. “Damn. How’d I get so lucky?”

“No such thing as luck.” She winked at him. Finishing up, she picked up all the bloodied debris around him and cleaned the area. Peter Frampton’s, ‘Do You Feel Like We Do’ serenaded them. He grabbed a fresh cigarette from the carton and lit it. And then another. Chain smoking one after the other. A warm sensation filled him. She was like hot tea poured over blocks of ice, a flame caught within a glacier, refusing to be extinguished. He began to feel human again, after sitting there, shivering from his injury every now and again.

“Are you hungry, baby?” she asked as she rested her hand on his good shoulder. “I bet you haven’t eaten all day.” She was right. He hadn’t. He just stared at her. “I’ll take that as a no. I’m going to fix you somethin’ to eat. Let me see what you’ve got in here.”

He heard her turn on the television, then the sounds of water from the kitchen faucet, followed by the clanking of pots and pans. Wincing with pain, he got up to go to the restroom and took a long piss, then went to sit in the living room while she cooked. It wasn’t long before the aroma of herbs and spices filled the room. Craning his neck, he watched her back at the stove, sprinkling a little of this, then a little of that.

“What are you cooking, baby?”

“I found some bread in your refrigerator, a can of string beans in the cabinet, and I’ve got a couple fish defrosting in this big bowl of cool water. You had some trout in the freezer in butcher paper.”

“Nonna made me take ’em last week. She said she’d bought too many.”

“Well, they’ll be good fried up. I put the string beans in the pot with the two strips of bacon you had, and some black pepper. I figured we could have this, and I’m about to slice up a couple of these potatoes, too. You don’t have a fresh onion, so I’m using onion powder, salt and pepper. It should turn out fine.”

“It smells good already. I know you wonder why there isn’t more, but I’m not much of a cook, baby.” He swallowed as a wave of pain shot through his arm from readjusting his position on the couch. “I just buy the bare minimum. Enough to get by. Not much in here.” He waved his hand lazily about. On the television, the newscaster discussed the New York Jets. “Thank you for doin’ this.”

“You’re welcome. Just sit there and relax.”

She brought him a tall glass containing ice and a red beverage.

“What’s this?” He took the offering.

“Kool-Aid.”

“But I didn’t have any of that. I don’t buy it.”

“I keep a couple packets in my purse for work, and some sugar cubes in a little sandwich bag, too.” Her face flushed, as if she’d been put on the spot. His lips twitched as he tried to suppress the desire to laugh.

“…You keep… you keep Kool-Aid in your purse, baby?”

They burst out laughing. Her cheeks turned red, matching the drink perfectly. She looked beautiful. Happy. He slapped her on her ass as she raced back to the kitchen. Half watching the television, he took a sip of the drink. A little too sweet, but not half bad. He placed the glass down on the coffee table and stared at the screen, seeing nothing but blurs of color. His thoughts drifted to the debilitating phone call with his nonna, an hour or so before Andrea had showed up. Tony had already stopped by her home to give her the bad news on his behalf, but her crying on the phone with him tore him apart. She’d lived through so much, seen tragedies and devastation. No matter how he’d tried to comfort her, it was no use.

He decided to take a shower. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion, including his own mind. The warm water poured down his skin, the scent of the fresh soap filling the heated enclosure. He moved his hurt shoulder, working through the pain and determined to get better, soon. Stretching his fingers, he worked those muscles, too, back and forth.

These hands have caused death. They’ve held on tight, loved, and embraced. They’ve acquired a lot of money. They’ve punched, pulled and prayed. They’ve given pleasure, and pain. They’ve wiped many a tear from a face… but rarely my own.

He lathered his hair with Prell shampoo, then rinsed it away. He cut the water, dried off and wrapped the dark blue towel around his waist. I could really use a fucking drink. He turned off the bathroom light and headed back to the living room to find she’d switched off the television and turned on the record player. Fleetwood Mac’s, ‘Rhiannon’ was currently playing. The candle he kept on the coffee table for power outage emergencies was lit, and two pretty ceramic blue plates he’d picked up from a hotel auction years prior were loaded with fragrant food. She set down her glass of Kool-Aid and refreshed his. Then she made herself comfortable on the couch, with her sexy orange sweater sliding off one shoulder, long legs crossed and silky bare feet, one toe on each foot adorned with a gold ring.

“Don’t just stand there. Come eat,” she said with a pretty smile, patting the side of the sofa for him to sit next to her. He dug in with relish.

“Good. Real good food, honey. You can burn in the kitchen.” She offered him a modest nod. Eating together, sharing small talk felt so… normal. Natural, the way life should be. After a while he realized he felt no pain in the shoulder anymore, as if it had all been a bad dream. As if she were a groovy drug, something that took the edge off and let him fly high to a bright escape.

When they were finished, she cleared up and started to take the plates to the kitchen.

“Let me do that, baby. You cooked.”

“No,” She put everything in the sink. “I just need you to get better. You’re in no position to be moving that shoulder around. Relax tonight.”

He enjoyed the way she popped her hips from left to right to the beat of the music. She looked like she belonged there. With him. He lit a cigarette, watching the show of her washing the dishes. He had problems looking away. He didn’t want to look away. He couldn’t look away. He wanted to sketch her in his mind. Remember this moment, always. His desire soared as love mixed with lust. His cock throbbed until he was so turned on, he could barely contain himself. She dried her hands, let the water out of the sink, and joined him back in the living room. She was about to reclaim her seat next to him when her gaze drifted down to his towel.

“Is that your gun, or are you happy to see me, Angelo?” she jested, pointing to his prominent erection beneath the towel.

With his eye keenly upon her, he exposed himself.

“Why don’t you find out for yourself?” He winked. “You wanna take a ride, baby? Seat for one, right here, with your name on it.” He grabbed the base of his dick and began to stroke himself with his left hand.

“What about your—”

“I’m fine. Come on, baby.” He pumped his groin suggestively. Impatiently. Hard with need, as she undressed before his eyes. Soon, she was standing before him in nothing but her birthday suit on. He reached out to her, like a child for their favorite toy, and she fell into his arms, mindful of his shoulder. “Andrea, you can touch me, baby. I’m okay. I’ll let you know if things get uncomfortable, or I need ya to move in a different way or somethin’.”

She nodded as she straddled him, but didn’t mount. “Rise up a minute.” She moved back and up as he adjusted himself. Then, as she looked into his eyes, she took hold of his shaft.

Slowly but surely, she started to mount him, guiding the head of his throbbing tool within her. “Oh, baby… your wet, hot pussy feels incredible.”

He gripped her ass and she purred, her face twisted with pain and pleasure as he drove himself deeper within her tight, wet, sheath. She pressed her palms into his chest, taking more of his length inside of her, riding him. He savored every moment, needing her more than she’d ever know. His gaze wandered down and he observed with great satisfaction his sword slide in and out of her soft, hairy pussy, stretching her pink hole wide open. Curling his hands over her shoulders, he forced her down on his pounding dick, balls deep. She screamed out in passion and lust, throwing her head back.

Heavy, guttural grunts poured from his mouth and there was just not enough time in the world for him to ever be fully satisfied. He needed all of her. Right then. Right there. And all of the time. The sounds of their lovemaking competed with the music, and their moans grew hoarser, more urgent, as each moment passed.

They slowed for a bit… stroking, kissing. Tender gestures. He looked into her eyes, wanting to remind her how much, and how hard, he loved her…

He thrust hard, yearning for this. Glassy eyes, mouth wide open, and a look of wonder consumed her expression. He did it again and again, then slowed to steal a deep kiss. His hips resumed their relentless pace but he never let her mouth go, never released her. She tasted like the red Kool-Aid: cherry and sweet…

“Ahhh! Baby!” He groaned as he bounced her up and down. His shoulder radiated a dull pain for he took her with not one shred of mercy. Tossing his head back, he looked up at the ceiling and saw colors he’d never known existed.

“I love your big dick, Angelo!” The words tumbled from her lips as she rocked her hips from left to right, then in circles, craving him as much as he was craving her. They clawed at each other, their kisses urgent, the heat of their bodies growing more intense as they drew near to the brink of explosion. Reaching between their bodies, he strummed her clit. In her eyes he glimpsed pieces of himself, and maybe so was she. They were reflections, like the symbols on playing cards. Same on the top as on the bottom. Two pieces of a whole. Her eyes hooded, then she closed them completely as she fell deep under his spell.

“You like that, baby? You like when I rub your sweet, little clit?”

“Yessss….”

“I love how you feel, foxy lady. All that whiskey of yours running down my cock, my balls… Getting me drunk and high. Your pussy is mine, baby. All mine. I’ll kill a motherfucker over this pussy of yours, ya hear me?” He reached up and grabbed her chin roughly, and she stared down at him, a wicked smile spreading across her face. Their lips met in a crushing kiss, soon interrupted by her tearing away to wail when a thunderous orgasm wracked her body. Box booze raced down his dick. He pumped deep, hard. As fast as he could, then paused. Crisscrossing his arms along her back, he brought her flush to his heaving chest. “Take that dick, baby! Feel that shit! TAKE IT!” he said between clenched teeth.

She shuddered and came again as he violated her garden, making a beautiful mess of her oasis and calling it his very own.

“Ohhhh God!” Her eyes rolled and they tumbled off the couch onto the floor. He kept on pounding away right there, her pretty tits with the chocolate nipples bouncing with each plunge. He slowed just long enough to catch the left one in his mouth, then sucked it hard, his nose flattened against the silky, soft skin. Fingers frantically dragged through his hair, and the scent of her body drove him crazy. Buried deep within her, he couldn’t stop even if he wanted to. His body was in overdrive, needing her like he needed his next breath. The needle on the Fleetwood Mac record began to skip, back and forth, over and over. He reached beneath her and grabbed her ass, his pelvis slamming into hers, over and over again. Andrea looked up at him with those gorgeous dark brown eyes, and his heart beat painfully hard.

She loves me. She loves the hell outta me… But I love her more. I love her more than her deck of cards can tell her. I love her more than words written on paper can describe. I bleed for this woman. I breathe for this woman.

There was no doubt in his mind that she was his, but seeing that look in her eyes, at just the right time, was a welcomed reminder of what he had, and who he refused to lose.

“Uhhh!” He swallowed hard then gasped for air as he thrust with all his might. Gripping his neck, she shuddered and trembled, reaching her climax. He joined her a moment later, bursting free, filling her up with his seed. Their bodies vibrated against one another, warm breaths exhaled from open mouths, sounds dull and watery, and the album was still skipping… skipping… skipping. He lay on top of her, panting. Every muscle in his body was on fire as his flesh pulsed within her. He gasped once more, then brushed her hair back from her face with a rough hand. His body spasmed and jerked, and he was spent.

She intertwined their fingers. Holding him. It was in that moment, as he ran his hand along her stomach, that flashes of Marie entered his mind. She was having another baby, and this time, the father would never see his daughter or son born. A cold sensation crept inside him, piercing his soul and biting into all that was good within him. He could taste revenge. It was seasoned to perfection. His hunger for more bloodshed was growing, to right this wrong. And yet, this woman, with a mere glance… was telling him, to stop. He saw it with the way she looked at him as she took him inside her body – thick layers of judgment, mingled with her love.

You’ve been a very bad boy, my love…

She’d snuck inside his mind somehow, roamed the streets of his brain, picking apart his private memories. This was the only woman who’d seen him for what he truly was, and not for what he could do for her, or the potential of what he could become. He wasn’t a prize in her eyes because of his reputation, his status in the streets. She loved him as Angelo. Casper was a mere afterthought.

He felt helpless. Wounded. Not his body, but his very mind, and his heart was exposed as if it had been ripped from his chest and tossed towards the Earth. His chest burned with the rhythm of his heart, beating so fast as though a heart attack was imminent.

I’ve witnessed the death of people I care about too many times… I block it out. I move on. But I can only block out the sun for so long. And I can only move so far. People like me and Luciano die all the time. We’re expected to die young, before our prime. Yet I was told that I have a long lifeline. That I must live like this for the rest of my days. Sick. Cold. Unfeeling. My shoulder will heal. I will bounce back, but my mind will always be dark. My heart will remain a void, or so I thought… Now, she sits inside of it, perched on her throne.

The Queen of hearts.

I’ve been wronged, but it’s my guilt that pushes me forward, and my honor I must uphold. Pops never gave a rule for this feeling I have right now. He never told me what to do when I’m all broken up inside. I imagine I was supposed to ignore it, step over it, bury it like he did, and his father did, and his father, too. I’m tired of burying my dead. I’m tired of murdering my dreams…

“Angelo…”

Her sweet voice whisked him out of his wayward thoughts as she stroked his hair.

“Yes.”

“Do you know the story about the Velvet Moon?”

“…No. I’ve never heard of it.”

“Well then, let me tell you the story.”

He held her closer, their limbs wrapped around one another. He could hear her steady heartbeat, and the warmth of her gave him peace.

“Once upon a time, there was a big, beautiful velvet moon. It was called a velvet moon because it was so dark, it looked like it was made of black velvet. People would look up and see the velvet moon. The moon was radiant but black, like dark diamonds, and had been out of sight for a long, long time. But one day, a curious little star said to his little, twinkling friends, ‘That velvet moon is supposed to shine light and bright.’ The other little stars didn’t believe him and started making fun of him. They all laughed and said, ‘You’re crazy. That ain’t no shiny, bright moon, silly. That’s darkness, a black moon, just a big ol’ black hole.’

“The little star said, ‘No way. It’s not that at all. Let me show you.’ So that little star strutted on over to that velvet moon, and the other little stars pleaded and warned, ‘Don’t get too close to that thing! It’s nothing more than a black hole. You’ll fall inside!’ The little star didn’t listen, and he kept on going. Before long, he was right in front of that velvet moon. They gasped when he reached for it with his tiny hand and pulled away that black velvet veil, exposing the blinding light beneath. All of the little stars were shocked at how bright, big and bold that moon was! It was a glowing moon after all. The little star smiled at the moon, who looked around in wonder, puzzled and surprised to no longer be shrouded, then he looked at the little star, who was holding his velvet cape.

“And that little star said, ‘Hey, why did you wear a velvet cloak all this time? No one could see you! Nobody even believed you were a true moon.’ The moon replied, ‘I wore the velvet cape because I was told many centuries ago that I was too bright, and I kept people all over the world up all night. I was told, when I’m full, I make the animals and people behave badly. I was told that when I’m just a crescent, people can barely see me, so that made me a waste of time, and I was told that when I’m a half-moon, people say I’m outshined by the sun. So, I decided to wear a velvet cape. That way, nobody would have to see the real me anymore. I’ve been wearing it for so long, I forgot who I was. Hey, little star, how’d you know I was a bright moon?’

“The little star looked up at that big moon and said, ‘Even behind your velvet cape, you glowed. No amount of gloom can make you be any less incredible. The darkness cannot hide blessings and beauty forever. All it needs is for someone to believe in it. To see it for what it truly is. You glowed when you were just a crescent. You glowed when you were half full, hiding behind the sun, and you glowed when you were big and full. That velvet cape only hid you from yourself and everyone else who wanted to believe you weren’t worthy. You help the Earth move on its axis, you create much needed tides for the fishermen and the creatures of the sea, and you help with climate control and so much more. Well, I always believed in the moon. Even in your shadows and bleakest doubts, there is hope. Even inside your darkness, there is light. A velvet cloak can never stop the penetrating light of blinding truth…”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Mother of all Questions
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Rule 18: The truth doesn’t set people free. That’s a lie. The truth is meant for no one but yourself and those who need it. As long as you tell the truth to yourself, you’ll make it. The worst thing a man can do is lie to himself about what he wants, who he is, and what he needs.

The service was over, the body had been taken away, but in her heart, everything had just begun. She’d never seen such a thing…

The Madison Avenue funeral home, Frank E. Campbell Chapel, was packed with men, women, and children, many of whom were conversing in Italian, with a few English words thrown in here and there. The heart-wrenching crying had pretty much subsided, but the sorrow lingered, still palpable.

Andrea sat quietly in the front row beside her beloved’s grandmother, looking around and taking it all in. The women wore beautiful dresses, their hair coiffed to perfection. Real diamonds sparkled around necks, wrists, and fingers. The children sported dark suits or frilly dresses, and patent leather shoes with white socks or tights. The men were of varying sizes and shapes, some olive complexioned, others pale as fresh snow. Dressed in sharp suits and expensive polished shoes, they flashed luxury gold watches. There were no other Black people besides her, though one family member had a similar complexion to hers. They don’t have any Black friends? What about Luciano? She wasn’t certain why she’d expected otherwise. It felt a bit odd, but she tried to focus on what was most important, and that was being by her man’s side.

Angelo’s grandmother was dressed in black lace from head to toe and pearls around her neck. Her small body shook with grief, the tissue in her hand taking a beating from her blues. Andrea took the poor woman’s gloved hand in hers. Nonna offered a soft smile, then turned her gaze downward, sobbing quietly. Luciano’s service began with the viewing, then the service. Stories were shared of this man who’d been adored by the community. Then, his wife got up and spoke. Her words about her husband were ones of devotion, causing many to crumble in their seats. It broke her heart into a million pieces. And then there was Angelo, who sat upright throughout, fairly expressionless. She knew how much he cared for his cousin. They’d been more like brothers, in contact practically every day.

“We usually have a dinner after leavin’ the churchyard,” Angelo stated, showing up as if out of the blue. He had a habit of doing that – moving so stealthy, she never heard or saw him coming. Dressed in black from head to toe with the exception of his gold belt buckle, he looked so somber. He put a hand on his hip, two of the fingers adorned with diamonds. “It’ll be over my nonna’s place, but mostly my cousins, one of my sisters, and aunts cooked the food. Wine. Music. We try to smile a little, remember the good times.”

“What about Marie?”

He rolled one of his jacket sleeves, exposing his watch and a gold link bracelet. “Luciano’s wife isn’t feelin’ well, so she may not be there. She fainted twice.”

“Yes, I saw. I know this has been a terrible time for her. I hope she’ll be okay.”

“You hope? Will she or won’t she?” He arched an eyebrow, as if he were daring her to give an answer.

“…Yes.”

“Good.” He cleared his throat and continued, “Nonna is the best cook in the family. Not sayin’ that because I’m expected to say it; she just is. Anyway, we didn’t wanna burden her with this chore. Lotta people.” He bent down to kiss his grandmother on the cheek. “You’re comin’ with me to the repast, right?”

“Of course,” Andrea responded.

He lit a cigarette and studied his grandmother for a moment As he scanned the crowd, she could feel his energy. So cold. Dark. Angry. He looked calm. Sounded calm. However, he was the exact opposite on the inside.

“Oh, and just so ya know, I told my Nonna that you’re my girl. Obviously no introduction is needed.” He winked at her and disappeared back into the crowd, just as quickly as he’d arrived. She observed family members hugging him, kissing his cheeks, speaking to him in Italian, some crying. He would stiffly hug them back. Then, a sudden chill crept up her back, taking her breath away. She gasped. She’d had a similar sensation a few times before…

A soul was wandering about, but definitely not aimlessly. She looked towards nonna, who was still wrapped up in her own grief. She closed her eyes, clutching the side of her chair with her free hand, and leaned forward.

Luciano, is that you?

She heard no answer, but sensed a ‘yes.’ She slowly opened her eyes, searching the dense crowd for Angelo. She didn’t see him. Releasing Nonna’s hand, she got to her feet and looked from right to left. No Angelo.

Is there a message you want me to give Angelo?

She heard no answer, but again could feel a ‘yes.’

What is it?

‘It’s not his fault.’

Angelo had refused to tell her the specific details of that night when all hell had broken loose. She wasn’t even certain what Luciano was saying, but in some strange way, it made sense to her. Ever since the murder, Angelo hadn’t been quite the same. He was quieter. More withdrawn. She knew eventually he’d work through it, but these things took time. His injury had initially slowed him down, but he was healing nicely, and there was no reason for concern.

Luciano, is there anything you want me to tell your nonna?

She waited, and waited. And when she was convinced he would not answer, she felt it.

‘Yes. Tell her, ‘Thank you for the nickel.’’ She took a deep breath and sat back down. When she turned towards Nonna, the old woman was staring so intensely, it took her breath away. She patted her face with the back of her gloved hand.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” The old woman’s sweet voice trembled. “Andrea, my grandson is here, I know it.”

Andrea nodded, then took the woman into her arms, hugging her tight. After a while, she released her.

“He said thank you for the nickel.”

The woman gasped, placing her hands over her mouth.

“When he was very young, I used to give him a nickel so he could use it to call me and his grandfather. When it changed to a dime, I gave him that, too. Then, every Christmas up to last year, I’d always put a nickel in the Christmas card I’d mail him. It was our little tradition. I had to give—”

Suddenly, there was an uproar. People were yelling, pushing around, and arguing in English and Italian, and a fight seemed to be brewing in the middle of the crowd.

“You’ve got some nerve comin’ here!” some grief-stricken woman screamed, possibly Luciano’s mother.

“Ya fuckin’ idiot! Fuckin’ retard! Get outta here!” someone else belted.

“Stop it! All of ya! Cut it out! Hey, hey, hey! Get off of him, Danny! Jack, lay off!” Angelo’s voice boomed as he broke up the pandemonium. And then, she saw him dragging Fred towards the front door. Fred looked rather pathetic in his gray suit that was too big for his frame. Angelo had told her how Fred was being harassed and threatened, and he’d insisted on showing up to the funeral to pay his respects. Nonna’s expression turned sad, and Andrea patted her hand. As the two continued to sit there, she noticed a thin, tall woman with long, wavy black hair parted down the middle and a little silver at the roots, fixing her gaze on her and Nonna. After a while, she walked to them, moving with such feminine grace. When she reached them, the lady just gawked, sporting a most unusual shade of blue eyes. The whites were pink from crying.

“Mamma,” the woman cleared her throat, “is this your nurse? A caretaker?”

Andrea took a deep breath and pursed her lips. I refuse to curse anyone out at a funeral.

“Why would you think this was my nurse, child? No.” The old woman shook her head vigorously, oblivious to the lady’s obvious racism. “This is your son’s fidanzata.”

Andrea assumed that word meant girlfriend.

The lady remained perplexed. Perhaps more so. She rudely stared as if she’d never seen someone like her before. Having had enough, Andrea gave a loud exhale, cocked her head to the side, and met her stare. The woman finally turned away, but didn’t budge.

“We’re about to leave. They’ve got everything ready now,” someone announced in the crowd, which was now much calmer now that Fred had been led away. Angelo walked through the front doors then, by himself. He towered over most of the other people as usual, and walked with purpose. With dignity.

“Nonna,” he said when he reached them, “the limousine is waiting outside for you. I will help you get into it. We’re going to the cemetery now.”

Nonna nodded as he helped her to her feet.

“Angelo…” His mother called out to him, her fingers grazing his arm. Ignoring her, he hooked his hand around his grandmother’s elbow and helped her to her feet.

“Come on, Andrea. I want you to ride in there, too. I’m sure Nonna wants ya there beside her. Isn’t that right, Nonna?”

Nonna nodded again.

“Okay,” Andrea replied.

“You’ll be with my Nonna, Marie, and my Aunt Joyce.”

“But this woman isn’t family,” the lady with the black hair declared as she pointed to her with a long red painted nail.

“Neither are you anymore. But look?” Angelo smirked. “You’re here anyway. Get out of my way.” He muscled past his mother, making her stumble back.

The coldness emanating from her soulmate tore her apart. Angelo didn’t simply hate his mother, as he’d already admitted to; it was an indescribable gut-wrenching, twisted emotion, something that didn’t even seem to be available in the English language. Abhorrence was an understatement. In fact, she was certain he wouldn’t shed one tear if she dropped dead right then and there.

Angelo led Nonna by the hand out of the funeral home, and Andrea held her other hand as they made their way out the front doors. After a few minutes, everyone was inside the limousine, and the rest of the guests in their respective cars, all lining up to head off to the cemetery. Andrea prepared to take her seat inside the luxury vehicle.

“Are you sure you want to ride alone, Angelo? I’m worried about you.”

“Yeah, baby. I’m fine. Ride with Nonna, and my aunts. I’ll drive ya back to her apartment afterwards though. I want to introduce ya to—”

“Angelo.” Both of them turned to see his mother, dabbing a tissue at her eyes.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” he barked as he zipped up his new black leather coat over his suit.

“Angelo, please! I know you’re angry about everything from the past, but I’m still your mother!”

“Don’t remind me.” He stuffed his hand in his pants pocket, rattling his car keys.

“How can you act so ugly at your cousin’s funeral? How can you be this way towards me after everything that’s happened?!”

“The same way you could be an evil, maniacal mother to your own damn children, every fuckin’ day of our lives, like clockwork. You never took vacations from being the worst you could be. Christmas, birthdays, Thanksgiving – usually ruined on account of you. You weren’t happy unless we were miserable. I told ya, if you want forgiveness, go to the priest. Don’t come to me. I’m not forgiving nor forgetting anything. I want nothin’ to do with ya. EVER.”

“Angelo, I love you. Can we just talk for a minute?” The woman was practically jumping out of her skin, desperation on her face.

“You don’t love me, and ya never did! You don’t even know what love is. There’s nothin’ to discuss, Anna. Ya didn’t give a shit about me when I was a kid, so there’s no need to care about me now. I don’t need ya anymore, and if Pops would have had any sense, he would’ve left you when he’d still had the chance, before you told your little boyfriend that he was coming there to confront him. It’s all your fault that when Dad arrived, he got blasted away by your boy toy’s pals, all because Pops wanted that man to leave his fuckin’ wife alone. You have no integrity. You’re a disgrace. Thank God your mother, my nonna, showed me how a real mother is supposed to act.”

“How dare you! Your father was no angel!”

Relatives began to gather around, encouraging the two to stop the public display of animosity.

“He damn sure wasn’t, and I never said he was. I had my beef with him, too, and you know it, but he was still miles ahead of you. I never felt like he hated me for even existing,” he hissed. “Don’t think that Luc’s death is going to make me more sympathetic or soft hearted towards ya. It doesn’t. In fact, all it did was remind me about how short life is. Ya think I want to waste any more of mine with the likes of you? We’re done.” He brought Andrea close and kissed her forehead.

“Get in the limo, baby. I’ll see you over there.”

Andrea gave a half nod as Angelo stormed off, keys jangling in his hand, leaving his mother standing there. A few relatives crowded around her, hugging her, giving comfort as she sobbed, her body wracked with what Andrea presumed was humiliation, more than guilt. When the crowd dispersed, his mother stayed put. They looked at one another for a long while, and despite the woman’s earlier disposition towards her, she still felt a bit sorry for her. She got in the limo and sat down, trying to push the altercation out of her mind. Nonna gave her a gentle nod, and she returned the gesture. The driver then closed the door behind her, and soon, they took off to the graveyard…
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The sun was setting, and the taste of strong, vintage red wine lingered on his palette. He drew hard on his cigarette as he stood outside of Nonna’s apartment, occasionally glancing down at his watch. Angelo had stepped out for some fresh air. And for some alone time. His grandmother’s place was packed with family and friends, with barely any place left to stand. Food was piled up practically to the rafters, and music drifted from room to room, while laughing children ran about and old men smoked cigars and ogled women forty years their junior. Hopefully no blood relation.

He sucked his teeth when a couple cars moved down the street, packed with people checking him out. The entire damn town had to know today was Luciano’s funeral. Word on the street spread fast, and he was sure it was no secret that much of his family and close friends were out for blood. He’d worked hard to get the hounds off Fred. In his mind, Fred was an idiot. A lovable idiot, but an idiot all the same. Angelo had stood in Nonna’s home just moments earlier explaining to everyone the man hadn’t pulled the damn trigger, so they should leave him the hell alone. He’d also reminded them of the deeds Fred’s father had done for their family, the ultimate sacrifice made. He’d given his life – stepped in front of a bullet for their grandfather. So this was no way to treat his son.

Just then, he heard footsteps behind him and quickly spun around, his hand on his holster just in case.

When he realized who it was, he smiled.

Andrea was clad in a pretty pink coat, black turtleneck, and long skirt and boots. Around her neck was a ruby pendant. His attention drifted to her fingers, one of his favorite parts of her.

“Hi.” Her eyes were sorrowful, full of wisdom beyond her years. She took his hand and swung his arm. All he could do was look at her and smile back as his throat burned with words he refused to release into the cool air. “You don’t have to say anything. I just, uh… I just came out to check on you.”

“I’m okay.” He slipped his hand away from hers, then leaned in close and kissed her lips. A gust of cool air ruffled his long black coat, making it wave about like some doomsday flag.

“It’s rough. I know.”

He took another puff of his cigarette.

“You mentioned your aunt’s birthday party the other day. Does the invitation still stand?” he asked.

“Of course. The more the merrier,” she said softly. Patiently. Initially, he’d turned down her offer because too much had been going on. But now, he did something he rarely did. Changed his mind.

“I like what ya said in there about Fred,” She pointed to the apartment building. “You’re a good friend, Angelo.”

He sniffed, his gaze towards the street as he took another drag of his cigarette. They were quiet for a bit, but he was glad for her presence, even if he didn’t feel like saying it.

“I know you keep Fred around for more than the promise your father made to his. I know you do it because you care about him.”

He tossed her a brief glance while the rings of smoke drifted from his lips.

“He’s a decent human being. Not too many decent humans left in the world, Andrea.” He tapped the cigarette so ashes fell to the ground. Traffic passed by, life going on as usual. It continues. With or without us.

“If it’s any consolation, he’s learned a valuable lesson. He feels indebted to you. I could feel his energy. He’ll go to the ends of the Earth to be to you what his father was to your father, and grandfather. You’ve saved his life more than once. He’s… he’s messed up over this. I believe he’s taken this very hard, Angelo.”

“I’m sure he has, Andrea. I’m sure he has.”

She began to pace, giving him room yet staying close enough for the wind to snatch her sweet, comforting scent and carry it to him.

“I’ve broken some of my father’s rules.”

“What do you mean?” She stopped pacing, and he felt her gaze bore through his back as he focused on his reflection in a parked car window. His hair mussed by the wind, his skin paler as his summer tan began to wane, his goatee and the breadth of his shoulders. They held the weight of the world. Then, he turned towards her.

“Some of the rules my father gave me for my survival, I’ve not been following them to the letter lately. They’ve kept me out of a lot of jams. My father was manipulative. Sly. Scary. But he was brilliant, too.”

“The rules… I remember you bringing that up before, but you didn’t go into much detail. Do you feel guilty about breakin’ some?”

“It wasn’t like I said, ‘I’m going to stop doing this,’ nothin’ like that. It just sort of happened. I didn’t have a choice but to break a few of ’em, because it became clear that some of the rules he made were for situations that didn’t match mine. Some, well, they didn’t apply to you. You’re in a category of your own. What do ya do when you can’t keep it all from your woman? Do you leave her? Of course not… I’m in love with someone who can see my past, present, and future. These rules don’t stick to you. I try to put them on ya, and they just fall to the ground.”

“I still don’t understand.”

He lessened the gap between them, took her hand.

“I’m never supposed to tell someone I’m dealin’ with, dating, about my business. I don’t tell ya about it. When I go to work, we don’t discuss it, but you know exactly what I do because of what you do, who you are. Look, baby.” He released her hand, took a deep breath, then ran his palm against his jaw, trying to find the right words. “It’s time for some shit to change. It’s time to tweak some of the rules. I was never scared of commitment. In fact, I’ve been committed in the past with no desire to stray. The problem was that sometimes I was afraid of hurtin’ the person I was committed to because this is who I am, and with that come the risks. But, I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep myself in a box. I want more. I deserve more. I don’t want a house, I want a home. And in that home, I want a wife, and kids. One of those is hopefully about to be taken care of, right now. Baby, I wanna marry you.”

Her eyes grew large and her lips curled at the ends.

“Marry me?”

“Yeah. I don’t know why you’re surprised.” He chuckled.

“I mean, I’m not per se. I’m just surprised to hear it right now.”

“Yeah… the timing is a little strange. This is the day of my cousin’s funeral, not exactly romantic I guess, but see, everything that’s happened has got me thinkin’, ya know? About life, love… all of that shit. How ya don’t get a lot of opportunities in this lifetime to meet a person you can trust. Someone to love, and that someone to love ya right back, the way you’re supposed to be loved. I get that from you. Guys like me don’t live to a ripe old age. We don’t have grandchildren to play board games with, and buy Christmas gifts for. Retirement funds, fiftieth wedding anniversaries, and bingo night at the cathedral don’t happen. So, when you told me I had a long life line, that started the wheels in my head, ya know? It made me start rethinking things after that reading. It made me reconsider because never before did I see the possibility of havin’ more than I have right now. I just lived. Tomorrow didn’t exist. Yesterday was forgotten. I didn’t make plans, except for when it came to my money. I assumed by forty, forty-five if I was lucky, I’d be outta here. That’s considered a long life for a guy like me. Even if you were wrong though, I had to question this whole notion I had. Wrong predictions don’t mean it’s not food for thought. You’re not God; only God is right all the time.” She smiled sadly. “When you said that, it gave me a little bit of… a little bit of…”

“Hope.”

He swallowed, then nodded. He tossed his cigarette to the ground and crushed it with his shoe. Then, he gently took hold of her chin, tipped it upward, and kissed her. They stood there holding one another. He deepened the kiss and tasted the minty sweetness of her mouth, wanting more, and more still. Everything about the woman stirred him. Made him pause and reflect. Made him love her even harder. Begrudgingly breaking their embrace, he slid his hand in his pocket and pulled out a blue velvet box. Her eyes sheened over before he even dropped down to one knee.

“Andrea Ellison, will you become Andrea Ferrari? Will you marry me, baby?”

As he looked up at her, his heart was beating the hell out of him. The rapid thumping played in his ears like a marching band, and that all-consuming ‘fool in love’ feeling pulled him under. She stared at the ring for a long time, smiling as tears trailed down her cheeks. He hated how vulnerable he felt, how in a split second, his world could be crushed by a single word. How he’d bought that ring five days prior, how he’d visited his father’s grave earlier that week and did more yelling and cursing than he probably had in his entire life at that bastard’s tomb. How he’d placed flowers at his grandfather’s grave on his way out. How he’d felt genuine sorrow for the first time in years. And how he’d had a nightmare about that demented, strange man pulling a gun on him at the age of fourteen, and subsequently had to shoot to kill, in order to survive… in order to protect his family… in order to live up to his name: Casper.

“Yes, I will marry you. I love you, Angelo! I couldn’t imagine spending my life with anyone else in this world other than you.”

He blinked, snatched out of his deliberations. His heart still going a mile a minute, he slid the big marquise diamond ring with bright side stones set in yellow gold down her finger. He got to his feet and enveloped her in his arms, squeezing her tight as she kissed his face and held him so close, there was no way he could ever feel alone again…
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


There’s No Time Like the Present

[image: Chapter 19 Image]

Rule 19: In mixed company, always act and look your best. Be charismatic, be the guy you’d want to be friends with. Put your best foot forward.

The black T-top Pontiac Firebird sparkled and smelled brand new. Angelo took such good care of his car, Andrea was almost jealous. The amount of time and money he shelled out to keep her in pristine condition was obscene, but she damn sure enjoyed riding in it. She crossed her legs beneath her and looked out the window while twirling her crystal pendant between her thumb and forefinger. It was awfully cool outside, so much she’d decided to wear a thick gray and white striped sweater for her aunt’s birthday, paired with her favorite pair of bell-bottom jeans.

She snuck glances at her lover. A man she simply couldn’t get enough of. He smelled so damn good and looked good, too. In the last couple of weeks, they’d both been bombarded with hectic schedules. She’d picked up a few extra hours at work, and he’d been busy as well. Yet he’d promised he wasn’t going to miss Aunt Bev’s party, and tonight, he’d kept his word.

“Andrea, I know you hate me asking you this; you say I’m treating you like a child because I ask so often, like I don’t trust ya, but have you—”

“No, baby. I haven’t gotten any black roses, strange calls, or anything in a long time. I promised to tell you when I did.”

Her man had even installed special locks on her windows after she finally confessed that she suspected he’d gotten into her apartment somehow a long time ago. She’d called the police, but they didn’t seem terribly concerned. He then invited her to move in, but she liked her place and besides, they’d be sharing a home for the rest of their lives soon. So, Angelo did the next best things: checked her gun, reinforced the locks on her front door, and put a phone in her bedroom. The man wasn’t playing around and she had to admit, he made her feel extra secure.

“I hope it’s finally over. It’s been a long time, now,” she added while they pulled up to a red light. The big man leaned back, cracked his window, and let the cigarette smoke out. He had on his black hat, the one she’d always associate with his abrupt visit at her job demanding a reading, and the night at Studio 54. Rubbing along his chiseled jaw, he wore a contemplative expression.

The son of a bitch looked good enough to eat with his burgundy silk shirt beneath a black and white jacket, and black pants. His natural scent aroused her, made her wish to press her face against his cock, then take the heavy schlong into her mouth. Her mouth watered. She could also smell his cologne, aftershave, and strong luxury cigars. Sensing her scrutiny, he removed his hat and tossed it in the back of the car where he’d laid his long black coat with fur trim.

“What are you looking at?” he asked in that deep, husky voice of his. The light turned green.

“You.”

“I know that. Why?” He kept his eye on the road.

“Because you’re sexy.”

“You think I’m sexy, huh?”

“Yup.” She giggled as she dug in her purse, pulled out a stick of gum, and popped it in her mouth.

“I think you’re sexy, too.”

“Why didn’t you fuck me this morning then?”

She was addicted to Angelo’s lovemaking. There was just no other way to explain it. She’d tried to play it down, convince herself otherwise, and allow him to be the aggressor, but those days were long gone. The charade was over. There were two nymphos in this relationship; she was no longer absolved of guilt. The dominating way he fucked her with his massive dick, made her long for him all the more. It was beyond sinful. The sensual way he kissed her would leave her pleasantly dazed and confused, and the dirty words he’d say while drilling her would send her over the edge, time and time again.

Yet yesterday he’d spent the night and they ate breakfast together that morning, but there was no hanky panky. Highly unusual.

“Well?”

“Because I had an errand. I had business to take care of. You already know that.” She settled into her seat, perturbed. He snuck a few glances at her. “You don’t like that answer?” He smirked, clearly getting off on the fact she somehow felt slighted.

“No, it’s fine. I just wanted to make sure nothing was wrong.”

“Why would anything be wrong? Do you think because we’re engaged, I think I got cha, so I don’t have to satisfy you anymore? Why would ya think that?”

“I never said that. I just asked you a simple question.” She sucked her teeth as he chuckled. He tossed the cigarette out the window. “Damn it! What are you doing?” She white knuckled the dashboard and armrest as Angelo jerked the car to another lane, then pulled into a desolate back alley.

“Why are we in this damn alley where the drunks come? We’re going to be late for Aunt Bev’s party if we don’t get a move on.” He turned the car off but left the radio on, then quickly took off his jacket and reached for his zipper. ‘Don’t You Worry ‘Bout A Thing,’ by Stevie Wonder, serenaded them. Her eyes were now glued to the big bulge beneath his slacks. “Angelo, nuh uh, we don’t have time for this.”

Death and destruction loomed in his powder blue eyes.

“You want some cock, baby? I’m gonna give ya some cock. Wanna suck it or get stuffed? Come here.”

She screamed when he pulled her to him by the damn wrist, then dragged her to the backseat while she clawed, kicked, and cursed. They tumbled against one another on the way, lips pressing against skin and fabrics, unable to breathe one minute, then gasping for fresh air in the next.

“Stop it, Angelo! Fuck you! Let me go!” Her tone was strong, yet her body ached for him and her eyes must be telling on her. The song changed to ‘Strawberry Letter 23,’ by The Brothers Johnson. He grabbed her jaw and stole a soul-snatching kiss.

“Lie to me again… tell me you don’t wanna shag.” He cupped her pussy hard, making her sigh and shudder from his very touch. “That’s what I thought…”

His breaths heavy, his gaze intense under long lashes, he gently caressed her face. She swallowed as her anxiety soared. She looked about in the dim light of the car, hearing the strange noises all around them from every direction.

In the meantime, the music played.

“I love ya. You know I’d do anything for you. If there’s something you want, Andrea, I’m going to get it for you. If there’s something you need, I’m going to do it for you. You wanted me this morning. You didn’t get it. Now you will. All of it. Every. Fuckin’. Inch.” His tone dripped in sex and loyalty, and she knew he meant every syllable. She fell back against the leather. Relenting. Releasing. Soon to be receiving. Before her back had even hit the cushion, he undid her jeans button, lowered the zipper, and pulled them down so fast, she was certain she’d have a fabric burn along her knees. Cool air touched her exposed skin, but she was soon enveloped in warmth when his muscular body covered her like armor.

His knuckles dragged against her stomach, then he coaxed her to open her thighs.

“Time to invade this pussy!”

“Shit!” She pushed his healing shoulder and bit into the side of his neck as he impaled her with his fat, long cock. He drove in and out of her as if he were mad at the whole damn world.

“Ahhh… baby, I’m home!” He moaned with pleasure. She grew wetter by the second, falling prey to her shameful fantasies that he seemed to know instinctively.

He grunted and growled like an animal, his voice rumbling in deep murmurs and low roars. She screamed out when he gripped the top of her head and buried his face against her cheek while he rocked his hips violently against her body. In and out he went, in circles, left to right, delivering blow after deep blow.

“You pretend to not want it… but then why’s your pussy so damn wet? Why’s it so fuckin’ wet, huh?!” Her body wracked with an orgasm as he rubbed his groin against her clit with each angry thrust. “You’re a dirty girl! A dirty fuckin’ woman! Beggin’ for my dick!”

“Angelo… please! Shit! Oh, God!”

“Nasty woman! My woman… Dirty, black magic woman! You fuckin’ wicked witch, with your wicked pussy! Did you predict me fuckin’ the hell out cha on the way to your aunt’s house?! Did you see in your crystal ball, my dick balls deep in this fuckin’ wet twat?!”

“No! No!” She shook her head as she licked her lips, holding on to him, demanding more.

“Caught ya like Little Red Riding Hood in the forest… You ran into the wrong motherfucker hiding in the woods tonight, now didn’t ya? Let’s see what’s in this goodie basket of yours, witch. Gotcha! ‘Oh, Grandma,’” he taunted in a feminine sounding voice. “‘What a big fuckin’ dick you have! Ummm!’”

The slapping sounds of his balls smacking the hell out of her pussy, echoing all around.

“Oh, baby! Oh God!” she cried. She rotated her hips, meeting him at each thrust, greedy for another taste of him. Another bit of his ruthlessness.

“Isn’t that what you want? SAY IT!” He fucked her impossibly harder. Faster. “ISN’T THIS WHAT YOU WANT, MY PRETTY WITCH?!”

“YES!”

“Mmmm!” He slammed hard into her again, forcing her back to arch and her toes to curl. Every muscle in her body froze up, until she was quaking, then limp beneath him, her temperature rising and falling uncontrollably. She began to lose count of how many times she’d cum. It had become a blur of euphoria… The shadows and lights in that back alley looked like dark angels flying all around. The car was parked between two tall brick walls and the darkening sky made her float somewhere murky and dangerous. With her lover on top of her, she gave in to her own lovely perversions. She was hopeless, enjoying how he was destroying her dignity.

She wrapped her hands around his shoulders, she brought him down and kissed him. He kept the pace, never slowing, tearing her to sweet little pieces.

“You want a motherfucker to take this pussy!”

“Yes I do! And you want to give me that big, nasty dick!”

“Punishin’ this pussy!”

“You freak of nature! You asshole! I hate to love you, and love to hate you!” He rose up from her a little, slid a hand around her neck, and fucked the living daylights out of her. She felt dizzy as her body propelled forward towards the door. All she could hear was the music, his groans of pleasure, and her own cries of ecstasy. The chemistry and intense connection between them soared to an entirely new level. The car rocked as he fought her pussy. Beat up her pussy. Wrestled that cat to the fuckin’ ground and showed no mercy to the pussy… “AHHH! SHIT! FUCK!”

She came once again as he tugged at her sweater, pulling it up, exposing her breasts from the confines of her bra. His warm mouth enveloped her right nipple. Licking. Sucking. The bastard was breathing hard, his nostrils flared, eyes closed as he squeezed her tit while devouring it, still pumping inside her for dear life.

“I can’t take anymore!” she yelled, lying to herself. She was spent, but her greediness for him drove her on. Angelo fucked her to depths that would make her sorry in the morning. The vein in his forehead bulged as he neared his climax. He let his body fall against hers again, squeezing her ass cheeks and forcing her to take his blows. A guttural grunt like a beast’s emitted from his mouth. Sweat dripped off his face onto her body. Soon, a flood of warmth filled her pussy as he blasted in and out of her like the ferocious monster that he was. He gasped for air, his hairy chest heaving. Lips parted.

They lay against one another, soaking wet with sweat, their hearts pounding, and the sounds of traffic audible in the distance. ‘People Make The World Go Round,’ by The Stylistics was now playing while they got themselves together. He’d managed to get some tissues from the glove compartment and handed her a few, allowing her to clean up his creamy cum that had run down her inner thighs. Moments later, he helped her back into the passenger’s seat. Back in the driver’s seat, he put his shirt back in his pants and got his clothing in order.

He lit a fresh cigarette, handed it to her, and got back on the road. She looked down at her pretty engagement ring and smiled, then shook her head. He intertwined their fingers and squeezed. Then, they shared some easy banter. This man made her so happy.

“You have a nice smile, Angelo. I don’t get to see it all the time, but when I do, it makes me feel good.” She took a drag of the cigarette, then handed it back to him.

“You make a motherfucker want to smile. I didn’t have much of a reason to before I met you.”

It took about twenty minutes to get to her aunt’s apartment. As soon as Angelo parked the car, she could hear music pouring from the window, and people were even surrounding the building, dancing. These were strangers, uninvited, but everyone loved a party. Angelo got out of the car and opened her door. The forever gentleman. He then pulled out the present they’d gotten her aunt from the trunk. It was a blender, wrapped in pretty pink wrapping paper. She’d been wanting a new one for a long while. Angelo had put a card with cash inside the box, too. How sweet of him.

She skipped up the walkway, her heart light, and was drowned in cigarette smoke, the distinct aroma of fried chicken, and her cousin Jeremy’s infamous chili the moment they entered the place.

“Ahhh! Look who’s here, y’all?! Look who the cat dragged in!” Aunt Bev declared, cutting through the crowd wearing a pink off-the-shoulder sparkly shirt and tight pink pants. Her shoes looked like they were covered in diamonds, and she was just a picture of pink perfection. Red and pink balloons were all over the place, and the sounds of ‘What a Fool Believes’ by the Doobie Brothers filled the room. “It’s my baby, Andrea!” Aunt Bev announced, as if she were introducing some movie star.

Auntie hugged her so tight, then kissed her cheek. Family gathered around her and Angelo, hugging and kissing on her, too. It felt so damn good to be home. Angelo waited while she was loved on, and she didn’t miss how perplexed he looked. When she met eyes with him, she could see his forced smile, pretending all was well.

“What’s up, maaaan! This mothafucka looks familiar! What’s your name, brotha?” High ass cousin Troy said as he slapped hands with Angelo. Her love looked more relaxed now, his smile more authentic.

“Angelo.”

“Angelo… all right, all right. You’re Italian, ain’t you? You sho’ look it.”

“Yeah, I’m Italian. Are you Italian, too? Ya look it.” The two men sized each other up and burst out laughing.

“Niggas in Italy. Sounds like the name of a porno.” Troy chuckled before taking a swig of something in an unmarked dark bottle. While the guys got to talking, Aunt Bev pulled her close and whispered in her ear.

“I need to speak to you. Alone.”

Andrea searched her aunt’s face, then followed the woman to her bedroom. Aunt Bev locked the door. Guests’ coats were layered all across her bed, and as usual, her bedroom smelled like licorice, marijuana, and gardenia perfume. White and pale pink feathers were all around, and her vanity was covered in glass perfume bottles and cosmetics. The muted tones of, ‘That’s the Way of the World,’ by Earth, Wind & Fire, drifted inside the room.

“I don’t know who he is, never seen tha man a day in my life, but your cousin told me who ya damn boyfriend is, girl!” Here we go. “I was happy for you, braggin’ to people that you had a good man, a guy named Angelo Ferrari, and the damn looks I got coulda stopped traffic! Casper… His name is Casper, and I for one wish that mothafucka would just vanish, like the ghost he is. I’ve heard of him, girl, but never knew him. He is a cutthroat killa! Known to snuff someone out before they even know what hit ’em, and now, you’ve brought that monster in my house. At my birthday party of all places!”

“Aunt Bev, he’s not interested in being Casper at your party. You’re being dramatic and I know darn well you know all about men like him. Since you want to wind up the rumor mill, I am aware you dated a drug dealer named Jerome once, and he killed about five guys then—”

“We not talkin’ about me! You ain’t slick! He in here dressed in a damn black fur coat, lookin’ every bit like Tom Selleck if he were a pimp, and you’re tellin’ me that ten-foot mammoth murderer is in sales! He ain’t sellin’ shit but death and destruction.”

“I didn’t say sales. I said he takes surplus items and gets rid of them. It’s the truth… in a roundabout way.”

“Girl,” Aunt Bev waved a finger in her face, “you can stop playin’ these word games with me. I don’t give a hard fuck on an Oriental rug what the hell that man or you are saying he’s doing as a cover, but I know he’s a mothafuckin’ killa, and these Italians, the Blacks, the Puerto Ricans and everybody in between know who this mothafucka is, and they’re scared shitless! She said there’s a story about him pulling some mothafucka’s throat out with his bare hands, and tyin’ another mothafucka to some train tracks after writing ‘Choo Choo, I think I can!’ on his forehead!”

Andrea was certain she’d never heard her Aunt Bev say the word ‘motherfucker’ so many times in one day, one week, even one year.

“Satan sure is busy, because that man is standing there tall and proud, bold as shit, looking every bit of beautiful, like he don’t kill for a livin’. He’s out here taking lives like candy from a baby. I know the truth!”

Andrea crossed her arms.

“Okay.”

“Don’t you get smart wit’ me, girl.”

“All I said was ‘okay,’ Aunt Bev.” Her tone was shallow. Devoid of depth or concern. Andrea had expected this conversation to come about sooner or later. But it being sooner was not exactly ideal. Aunt Bev stood back, mirroring her stance, then broke out in a smile.

“Is it true? That’s Casper, isn’t it?”

“…Yes.”

“Hmph. Has he hurt you, baby? Has he ever threatened you? Tell me the truth. If you’re scared and have no way out, we’ll settle him right here, right now. He can’t take all of us.”

“All he’s done is love me, Aunt Bev. He’s never hurt me, and he never will.”

They glared at one another. Her aunt took a deep breath, then gently reached for her hand to inspect her engagement ring.

“My son is in prison for murder. I know we have that sort of thing in this family, Andrea, but what you got goin’ on takes it to a whole new level. When I dated that guy you brought up, I was young and stupid. It was right before I met your uncle. I’m concerned for your safety.”

“I understand. I’m safer with him than without him. I don’t expect you to understand, Aunt Bev, but I just know that in my heart. He loves me like I’ve never been loved before. He treats me the way all good women deserve to be treated. He’d turn the world upside down to help me, protect me, and anyone I love, too. Didn’t you once tell me to not judge a book by its cover? Didn’t you tell me there’s always more than meets the eye? I don’t approve of his lifestyle, either, Auntie, but I damn sure approve of the man.”

Her Aunt gently released her hand, and took a deep breath.

“You’re glowing. Are you pregnant, Andrea?”

The question startled her. Andrea touched her face, as if that would somehow reveal the truth. Then, she shook her head.

“Um, no… no. I take birth control, and I haven’t been late.”

Then the dreams flooded her brain. More dreams of the crying child had happened in the past few weeks. A mysterious baby that cried and cried. Her stomach churned. Oh my God…

Aunt Bev cocked her head to the side as if she weren’t quite certain she believed her.

“I’m serious. I’ve been having my period regularly, and I feel fine.”

The older woman wrapped her arms around her.

“The world is a strange place, baby. I had dreams for all of my children, including you, but you all are entitled to your own dreams. Your own ideas. Your own lives. I know you’re grown. Been grown for a long time, but I still see you as my baby. The day your uncle brought you home, I looked into your big, pretty dark brown eyes, and kissed your sweet-smellin’ cheek, and I said, ‘Andrea, we don’t have much, but what we do have, we’ll share it with you.’”

“You had plenty. You and Uncle Ron had enough love for me to last me ten lifetimes.”

Aunt Bev teared up. Suddenly, there was a loud knock at the door.

“Comin’!” she yelled out. When she yanked the door open, there stood Nancy, her teenage grandchild, wearing a bright pink jumper and braids that went down to her behind.

“Grandma! Come on! They’re doin’ the Bus Stop and that White guy dancin’, too! He can boogie! You gotta see this, Grandma!” Laughing, the child grabbed Bev by the wrist and practically dragged her out. Andrea followed behind, her cheeks already heating with mirth. She’d already seen her baby in action too many times to count on the dance floor at various clubs, and in their respective homes. Angelo loved to dance and was damn good at it, too.

Aunt Bev started to clap her hands, cheering at the top of her lungs. She jumped in with the family, doing The Bus Stop dance as The Fatback Band tore it up through the speakers. Andrea joined in too, unable to resist. The whole living room was full of beautiful black and brown faces, with one tall white man standing in the middle of the crowd, the sight of him with her family like this making her giggle inside.

“Man, you funky! You all right wit’ me!” Aunt Grace quipped as she elbowed Angelo, showing all of her teeth. To her amazement, Angelo pulled Aunt Grace close and kissed her cheek.

“Now that’s a compliment I can’t ignore. Thank you, beautiful.”

This smooth motherfucker…

The music died down, and another song began to play. Andrea laughed and joked with her family, sipping glasses of punch and reliving the good ol’ days. ‘Remember that time’ tales went on and on, making her stomach hurt, she laughed so hard. It felt so good to be all together under one roof like this. It had been a while. Angelo stayed close by, taking it in stride when people teased him, yet welcomed him with open arms. Some people seemed to know exactly who he was, while others clearly did not. Regardless, no one acted strange towards him, and Angelo seemed to be having a damn good time, eating, dancing, joking around.

After dancing for a while, she had a chat with her gorgeous cousin LeAnn who was holding her brand new baby boy, while Angelo was back with cousin Troy, sharing a joint. The two seemed to be really hitting it off. Andrea was surprised no one gave Angelo any problems, but then again, many knew who he was; they were probably too afraid. A few, she imagined, admired him.

“So how long you been seein’ Casper, Andrea?” LeAnn questioned. Their eyes met and she caught her cousin’s all-knowing smile. LeAnn was more like a sister to her.

“For a while now. We met through his grandmother.”

“Oh, all right. Just so you know, it wasn’t me that told mama. It was Doris, with her big mouth.” The woman grimaced, showing her disapproval. “I told ’er it wasn’t none of her damn business who you’re with. She needed to mind her own beeswax. She don’t like that he’s White, either. I don’t see how that matters. Ain’t nobody ever heard of him shootin’ or hurtin’ no women no way, and besides, it’s not like there aren’t five Black guys tryna be just like him, every other block right here in Brooklyn.”

“How do you know about him and other women?” She hated how that comment piqued her curiosity, but she simply couldn’t help herself.

“Oh, you know how it is, people talk. Janet knows one of his ex-girlfriends. Remember my friend Janet?”

“Yeah, I remember Janet.”

“She said it was some lady from the Bronx.”

“Oh really?” This was getting juicy… “Who?”

“I don’t know her name, but she said they was together years ago, going steady. Some half Black lady with long, curly hair. I think he might have a type because she said you two are built almost the exact same way, and have similar eyes. Anyway, she said he treated her like gold. That woman had all kinds of clothes, jewelry, he even bought her a car. I don’t know why they broke up. She didn’t have that answer. Besides, that was years ago. It was kinda funny, even back then, hearing about a trained killa having a love life – a woman on his arm who was more than just a shag. I guess in our heads we kinda think of it like the movies, you know?”

“Yeah…”

“But, she told me the girl said he was a regular person with her. Nothin’ out of the ordinary. He didn’t do anything crazy to her, but she did state he was secretive.” LeAnn looked at her as if she was waiting for information, to be filled in on just what these secrets may entail. Instead, Andrea just smiled and nodded. LeAnn was just like her Aunt Bev when it came to gossip. If you wanted the entire planet to know your business, tell cousin LeAnn. It was guaranteed to be accomplished. “Well, other than that, he was like Prince Charming. Isn’t that wild?” LeAnn giggled.

“It is, but stranger things have happened in life, right?”

“Sho ’nuff.”

“Let me hold my cousin.” Andrea grinned as she took the sleeping baby from LeAnn’s grip. He was so small and precious. A gorgeous newborn in full bloom, growing amongst wild weeds. “Well, I can assure you that Angelo treats me like royalty, too.”

“I bet he does. I know you wouldn’t settle for less.” LeAnn rubbed her knee with her palm, as if trying to rid herself of pain. “Some people in the family say you’re uppity, but I say you just got style and class.” They both giggled at that, though deep down, Andrea didn’t find it quite funny. “I just don’t want him hitting you or fooling around on you. You’re a good woman. One thing I can’t stand is a beatin’ and cheatin’ ass man.” She rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “That’s why I’m single again. I left Maurice, and had gone back to my ex, Kevin, for a few weeks,” She rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “You remember Kevin Donaldson? He lives over there on 101st street.”

“Not really.” How in the hell is anyone supposed to keep up with all of these different men you’ve dated, chile?

LeAnn grunted and continued.

“Well, he tried to put his hands on me one time too often. Bein’ jealous. Two weeks ago, I had a black eye. Few days after that, he choked me. That was it.”

“Oh, LeAnn! He needs his own ass kicked! I know Aunt Bev ain’t raised none of us to take a lickin’ from no man! We ought to teach him a lesson!” Andrea was fired up, coming undone with anger. There were two things in this world that she couldn’t stand in a man: pathological lying, and lifting hands to beat on a woman.

“Oh, you ain’t gotta worry about me, Andrea. I won’t put up with it! All of ’em can sit on it. There’s more fish in the sea.” Andrea noticed an old bruise on her cousin’s neck. She’d seen it right away, but figured LeAnn didn’t want to talk about it. She was glad she’d been wrong. Thankfully, she’d gotten rid of that jerk, too. “Anyway, girl, they say Casper has a lot of women, but I know people can change if they want to.”

LeAnn sure seemed to hear a lot about a man she didn’t know. Andrea leaned in and kissed her cousin’s cheek.

“We sure can if we want to, no matter what.” She winked at her cousin, then kissed the baby on the forehead.

Angelo startled her by materializing and kissing her on the cheek, too. She had no idea he’d been standing there, and she wondered for how long?

“Time to cut the cake!” someone screamed. It wasn’t long before everyone was gathered around the big white and pink cake on the table, and the three gold candles on top of it were lit. Pink and yellow roses trimmed the dessert in icing, with the words, ‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY BEV’ spelled in the middle with frosting. Everyone began to sing the ‘Happy Birthday’ song at the top of their lungs, while Stevie Wonder’s, ‘Superstition’ blasted through the speakers. Aunt Bev blew out the candles and Uncle Lynell sliced the cake up while everyone started to dance, getting down to the music. Several of her cousins did the bump, making everyone laugh. Angelo disappeared to go grab a beer, then returned to claim her for a dance. They joined the crowd, blending in with everyone else. She was having such a good time, she lost track of time. The hours felt like mere minutes. Angelo was soon wolfing down his second piece of cake, licking his fingers with absolutely no shame.

“You’re so greedy,” she teased, then kissed him on the cheek. He squeezed her ass, bringing her close, then smiled as he kissed her forehead. “You having a good time, sweetie?”

“Yeah. This is crazy.” He laughed.

“Crazy? Well, that’s not what I expected to hear. How so?”

“I’m not used to seeing this… you know, how you talk with your aunt, how your family is.”

“Oh. Well, at the funeral, your family seemed very close. In fact—”

“Nah, we are, but that’s extended family. You grew up with a lot of these people under the same roof. Your aunt was basically your mother, your cousins, your brothers and sisters. I didn’t have this. My mother didn’t kiss me like your aunt Bev kissed you. I can’t remember my mother ever hugging me, either.” He spooned more cake into his mouth, chewing unceremoniously. “Instead, she beat me black and blue when I accidentally knocked over her glass of wine. I remember it like it was yesterday. I was playing with a toy and bumped into the table, causing the glass to tumble and spill. She started cursing at me, then picked me up by my ear and swung me around.

“I was only six. I remember the pain, and how I thought my ear would split in half or fall off. But I was more concerned about her hatin’ me than anything else. I kept saying, ‘Mama, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!’” He paused for a moment. Andrea’s body was shaking with indignation and horror. Her mind was a whirlwind. Her heart, breaking. She imagined Angelo as a child. Thinking of how he kept begging his mother for forgiveness. So young, innocent, and fragile. The deep voice of the man she loved was replaced by a child’s cry.

“When she put me back down – well, she actually threw me across the room like I was some rat she’d found climbin’ on the kitchen counter – she and my father got into it, and he took me to the hospital. When she chucked me, my elbow fractured, and my ear needed stitches, too.” He pointed to a small scar on the top of his ear, so casually, as if he were merely showing her an old baseball injury. “Pops told the doctor I’d been roughhousin’ with my brothers and fell out of a tree. He had to come up with a lot of stories like that over the years. I wish instead of makin’ up stories, he woulda just given us away to someone who would’ve given a fuck about us. Boy, this cake sure is good, baby.” He slipped his finger into his mouth, sucking off a little icing. “Get the bakery name from your aunt. Maybe we can use them for our wedding…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Protect the Women and Children
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Rule 20: Always ask questions. Just understand the answers may not be what you want to hear…

Swirls of wispy white smoke eddied from his mouth as he caught his own reflection in the storefront. It was a little after midnight, and the streets were alive with derelicts, drug abusers, and whores. The icy air hit him while he stood in front of the apartment complex in the dark. Waiting. Finally, after about twenty more minutes, the target emerged. Some tall, skinny broad with a huge red afro, freckles about her face, and a beige trench coat; wrapped her arm around the fella’s neck, then leaned in close and gave him a kiss before she trotted back up her apartment steps and reentered the building. The man she’d left behind stuffed his hands in his dark brown coat pockets and made his way down the street in the opposite direction. Angelo dropped his cigarette to the ground, crushed it under the bottom of his shoe, and followed. One shadow trailing another.

It was strange how sounds seemed louder when he was on the prowl. Adrenaline had a way of doing such things. The people seemed rowdier, the passing cars noisier, the whistle of the air dancing between barren tree branches more pronounced, and the sounds of his own body moving amplified. His inhales and exhales were in rhythmic stereo, his heart pumping blood. The crush of the leaves beneath his shoes sounded like thunder, and the swish of his coat had a tune of its own. The guy crossed the street, and he followed, keeping a good distance behind.

Sparse street lights lined the thoroughfare. A couple blinked erratically, clinging to their last dying breath of light. The man with the brown coat moved slowly, yet surely, probably trying to recuperate from a vigorous romp in the hay with the chick with the red afro. He learned a lot about the man, just from the way he moved. Most importantly, he knew the fucker’s address, too. They had one more block to go. He shortened the distance between them, but not so close as to bring attention to himself. Angelo noted a few random people here and there. A bodega was all aglow. The chill of the night thinned out the usual loitering crowd in this part of Brooklyn, and it was a weeknight. Monday. He always enjoyed Mondays. They were unassuming. Unappreciated. Underestimated. Some of the world’s worst disasters happened on Mondays, and burglaries happened on a lot of Mondays, too. At least, that’s what Tony had said years ago. He’d read it in a book.

The man he was trailing began to cough. Then he straightened up, and approached his building.

“Hey man, do you know where I can score?” Angelo called out. The man stopped and turned, sizing him up.

“Nah, man.” He snorted, as if the question were somehow funny. Perhaps he was high, or maybe he found Angelo’s black turtleneck, jeans, black coat and fake beard attire somehow amusing. Right now, there seemed to be no one about.

“Ahhh! SHIT!” The man screamed when Angelo grabbed him from behind. The strong brawny man struggled with all of his might, but it was simply no use. Angelo had enough rage in him to power a train. It was the only fuel he needed. His hatred was always on F.

“Kevin, on 101st Street… Ya like to beat up on women, huh? This is for LeAnn, ya fuckin’ loser!” He clutched the sides of the man’s head and gave a sharp jerk to the right until he heard a snap. Neck bone cracked clean. The man hit the ground with a thud, cigarette still in hand, the smolder glowing orange against the uneven concrete.

“Now the only hittin’ you’ll be doing is when you hit the bottom of your casket to be lowered six feet under. Fuckin’ coward. Only yellowbellies beat up on broads. Good night. Sleep tight.”

He lit a cigarette and coolly walked back to his car, whistling all the way…
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Dazzling light turned to blood red sirens, as trails of tears raced down the crimson walls. Water dripped in a micro-sized pink bathtub, yet the tub was empty. The thing moved as if an invisible mermaid was doing vigorous laps. Who was doing the splashing? The pitched ceiling of the room looked like the top of a tent, and was filled with the echoes of a tearful child, its screams overlapping like an earsplitting choir of desperation. Andrea fell to her knees in the misshapen doll house she was trapped within, surrounded by little blue tea cups, tiny fuzzy teddy bears with glassy eyes, and silky blond-haired Barbie dolls with rosy cheeks and chipped painted grins. Just like the ones from her youth.

The walls were caving in on her in that dollhouse. Shrinking… shrinking… shrinking. She had trouble breathing, as if her air supply was being cut off. Snuffed as soon as she took a breath. She rocked back and forth, her hands cradling her head, and soon, her screams competed with the indiscernible child’s, whose pain knew no way out.

“AHHHH!!!”

“Andrea. Andrea! Wake up.” Her eyes flashed open, startled to see Angelo there in the semi-darkness. Moonlight chased the blackness, glowing as it tiptoed beyond her curtains, allowing her to see his silhouette. The black velvet cape removed. “You had a bad dream.” She soon felt his fingertips stroking her face. The comfort of his scent, his deep voice and presence helped her catch her breath. “I’ll be right back.” He flipped the covers back, exposing his naked form, then slid out of bed. “I’m going to get you some water.”

She mustered a nod, and sat up, clutching the sheets like a lifeline. Moments later, he returned with a glass. She clasped it with both hands and drank, needing every drop. Angelo settled in bed beside her, plumping his pillow. He lit a cigarette.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Yes. I think.”

“That doesn’t sound convincing. You’ve been having bad dreams for a while now. They happen at my house, and at yours. You always brush it off when I ask you about it.”

She set the glass down.

“I keep… I keep hearing this crying baby. It’s a shrill scream. The child can’t be more than a year old. I could hear her, but not see her. She’s in distress. Terrible anguish, but I get the sense that her pain isn’t her own.”

“Have you ever seen the baby in any of the dreams? Or do you just hear it?”

“Just hear her.”

“Then how do you know it’s a girl?”

“I can feel it. Hard to explain, but I just know it.” They sat quietly for a while, the only sound that of traffic outside her window.

She headed to the restroom to relieve herself. While washing her hands, she stared at her face in the mirror. Eyes slightly swollen, and a yellow and green polka dot scarf wrapped around her head, securing a head full of pink sponge rollers. She splashed her face, then returned to the bedroom. Angelo had turned on the radio and she could hear Cheryl Lynn’s, ‘Got To Be Real.’ The song put a smile on her face. She danced to the beat, her light pink gown with spaghetti straps comfortably melding to her body as she moved and grooved, snapping her fingers.

“Dance with me, Angelo.”

Setting his cigarette in the ashtray, he joined her in cutting a rug to the fantastic dance tune, with her belting out the lyrics. Earth, Wind & Fire’s, ‘Fantasy’ started to play soon thereafter. They drew closer together, rocking back and forth, laughing and messing with each other like silly children at some slumber party. She giggled as he squeezed her hard, depositing playful pecks up and down her neck. ‘Do Your Thing,’ by Isaac Hayes, came on right after… and their eyes hooked.

His succulent lips parted as they dared one another to make the next move. And then, the pressure of his passion was upon her, wrapped in a deep, needy, wet kiss, swathed in guitar riffs. Limbs glided along one another, flesh on flesh, his downy hair and the cool gold chain pressing against her skin. She moaned as he kissed all along her shoulder, while roughly sliding her gown up her thighs until it was hiked around her waist. He picked her up with the greatest of ease. His strength astounded her, but his inner strength often surprised her even more. It was so dark in the room, yet light enough to see his expression change to one of intensity.

“Angelo! Ohhh!” The abrupt intrusion of his dick inside her awakened her senses, the hard flesh invading her like a freight train and coaxing her to move as if his dick were a pole to glide on. He groaned, keeping her steady by holding her ass with a hard double grasp. She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned flush to him, in desperate need of his hot mouth. Their tongues danced with one another as he tormented her pussy with deep penetration.

“You love it, baby? You love how it feels when I’m inside ya, don’t you?”

“Yes!”

He roughly grabbed the back of her neck and kissed her hard, robbing her of her senses. His thrusts were now faster, deeper, stealing her breath away. He made love to her like no other man could.

“I love you, Angelo.”

“I love you, too. How could I not? You’re my best friend.” She fought back the emotions those words brought, for she knew he meant it, that he was sincere.

“You’re mine, too.” She caught a glimpse of her engagement ring shining in the darkness, catching the illumination of the streaming moonlight just right. He rested his head against her breasts, jerking her up and down his ravenous, pumping shaft. With a scream, she climaxed, multiple orgasms taking her asunder.

“Ahhh…” He moaned and grunted. His muscles stiffened, and the subterranean drives soon turned to rapid fire plunges as he came hard, his seed filling her. “Andrea… fuck…”

She sighed when he dragged his nails down her back. She held tight to his body, never letting go until he lay her down on the bed, gentle as a feather. She pulled her gown back down and watched as he went to the bathroom. Pulling the sheets up over her body, she enjoyed the tune of ‘Slippin’ into Darkness,’ by War. She crossed her arms and hugged herself, drifting to sleep with the music singing her a lullaby. Her eyes fluttered open when she felt the bed rock. She looked over and saw the big man with his back towards her, sitting on the edge of the bed, puffing on his cigarette.

Smoke ebbed around his form.

“I don’t know how to stop.”

She was quiet for a spell, mulling his words.

“You’ve been doing it since you were fourteen. It won’t be easy, but nothing worth having ever is.”

“I would be stopping for you. Because I love ya. I want your approval. I want… your love.”

“You have my love, Angelo.”

“I have most of it. Not all of it. You keep a little for yourself, just in case this all explodes. In case it all backfires. I want all of it… every drop you’ve got.”

Is he right? Am I holding back? I don’t think so, but, maybe…

“I need you to stop because you know that you need to, Angelo. Not because you want more love from me. You have to ask yourself, is it worth it? You’ve saved up a lot of money.”

“Yeah. I showed you most of the accounts. Since we’re getting married, I wanted you to see that you’ll always be taken care of. We’ll be fine. We can get a bigger crib, a nice one in a safer part of town. I’ll convince Nonna to move close to us… She’s gotta come. I can teach ya to drive, get you a car, buy ya just about anything you want. We can go on vacations. Just the two of us. You don’t even have to work if you don’t want to. You saw that. The numbers don’t lie.”

“I don’t care if we were broke, a penny to our names. If you wanted to stop right now, today, this very second, we’d make a way, Angelo. I don’t like it. It’s not right.”

“I already know that’s how you feel, Andrea,” he said, clearly aggravated by her words. “Why the hell do you think I’ve been thinkin’ about it, huh? Why do you think I even brought it up?”

“You brought it up because you’re realizing something has to give. You’re changing. Everything we did yesterday, we won’t feel like doing tomorrow. It’s evolution. It’s just that simple. I told you more than once, you have to stop on your own. I can’t make you. Like you said, it’s not the job that turns ya on. It’s the money. You never want to be poor. It scares you. Find somethin’ else to make some bread. You’re smart. Charismatic, with a huge network of people ya know. A man like you refuses to be told what to do anyway, even by me, the woman you love, but I stand strong in my convictions. Just as you stand strong in yours. You’re at a crossroads, and I can’t tell you which way to go. I’d like to, but I’ve learned to never do that, especially with anyone I love. There are consequences. I didn’t fall in love with you for your potential, though I definitely see plenty of it in you. I fell in love with you for you… and because I am the twinkling star looking at the velvet moon. You still have on your cape, but I’m here for you. Always.”

He took another toke of his cigarette then set it down in the astray before lying down, drawing closer to her in the warm bed. She needed him – his body, his mind, his soul. She rested her head on his chest, loving the strong, resilient sound of his heartbeat.

“Angelo…”

“Mmm hmm…” He stroked her hair.

“Did I tell you that sometimes, I think my parents didn’t have a car accident that snowy night they crashed and died?”

“No, you never told me that. What made you think of this just now?”

She shrugged.

“And why do you think it might not have been an accident?”

“I honestly think it’s paranoia on my part. Like someone is hiding the truth from me. I mean, my aunt has no reason to lie to me. I’ve asked her about it several times and I went to the library and looked it up recently, too. The car careened off the side of the road in New Jersey during one of the worst snow storms in tristate history. I don’t want to believe that snow and ice, an act of nature, took my parents away at such a young age for them, and for me. It feels so unjust. Abrupt. I feel robbed. I also feel like I’m grasping at straws. I mean hell, I don’t even remember them. I was too young to remember them. I feel guilty, too.”

“Why?”

“Because Aunt Bev was the best mother a girl could have. So why worry about it, ya know? They’re gone. Some children lost their parents and didn’t have nobody to take care of them. I just feel like I’m being ungrateful, but I can’t help it. I wonder.”

“There’s no reason to feel guilty. They were still your parents. I mean, I don’t know much about this sort of thing, but uh, seems natural to me, to be curious. To question it. What do you think might have happened instead?”

“Maybe they were arguing… Maybe my father was drunk and lost control of the car. My Uncle Ron was saying one time that my father drank too much. This was of course before he’d become a drug abuser himself. I heard him talking to my aunt about his sister and my father one night when they thought I was asleep. I don’t know what happened… but, I have a feeling the snowstorm is the truth. What bothers me though is that I still want to question it. To not accept reality. That’s strange. Why would I be like this?”

“You already figured that out. Because you still have questions, and it’s all right to have questions. However, sometimes we have to accept that we may never get an answer. That could be the answer though, and whatever we’re harpin’ on doesn’t matter. It’s just a distraction from us focusing on what’s really important. So instead, we concentrate on the small, insignificant details. Like being worried about one specific raindrop that fell on our shoe, instead of acknowledging the rainstorm that destroyed the town.”

She looked up at him, and smiled. Then, she kissed his chin, through his beard.

“Well damn, aren’t you a wise old owl? You’re smarter than you know,” she joked, causing him to smile down at her.

Together, they drifted in and out of sleep, and soon, she once again heard a baby crying. She woke up on her own this time, shuddering. Another damn dream! When she sat up quietly, she looked down at her lover. Angelo was fast asleep. She slowly slid out of the bed, made her way into her living room, and grabbed the deck of cards. After sitting at the little table where she did readings for her clients, she shuffled the cards, prayed, then laid three of them out, face down. Is this a real baby, or a symbol? What do these crazy dreams mean?

She turned the cards over, one by one. Queen of diamonds… Eight of clubs… Three of hearts…

These are all fertility cards, meaning pregnancy. She swallowed and ran her hand along her stomach. But I’m not pregnant. I haven’t missed a pill, and I’ve been getting my periods regularly. She looked closer at the cards. Someone was pregnant… This is their child. She removed another card from the deck. King of Hearts… Men can’t get pregnant. Whose child is this? Before she could finish the thought, a cold chill came over her. It frightened her to the point that she almost screamed. She jumped to her feet, and before she could retreat back to Angelo, he was approaching her. The lights were on in the living room, and she could see his naked physique clearly now. He rubbed his eyes.

“What are ya doin’ up? It’s late.” He yawned. “Come on back to bed, baby.”

“I was just, uh…” He drew closer to her and noticed the table with the playing cards laid out.

“What are you trying to find out?”

His eyes narrowed and darkened. She felt intimidated. Scared. Something in his eyes sent her screaming within. She hadn’t felt afraid of him in so long – and now that feeling was coming back, as if she didn’t even know the man. As if sensing her fright, he ran his hand up and down her arm.

“Relax. It’s okay. You’re lookin’ at me like you think I’m gonna… gonna do something to ya. Don’t look at me that way.” She blinked, then took a deep breath. “You know I’d never hurt you. What’s going on?”

She was picking up emotions. Dark emotions. On an exhale, she realized they weren’t directed towards her after all. And yet, somehow, someway, she still believed Angelo was angry. But with whom?

“The dreams… the baby. Those cards tell me about a hurt baby, but it’s not a woman’s baby. It’s a man’s. I mean… Shit. I said that all wrong. I don’t know who the mother is, is what I’m trying to say.”

“But you know the man? The father?”

She nodded.

He stared at her for what felt like an eternity. And then, just like that, he walked away, leaving her there. She could hear him rustling around in the bedroom. Perhaps he was getting dressed, deciding to go home? When he returned, he had his jeans on, and his wallet in hand, but no shirt and shoes.

“Sit down, Andrea.” He pointed to her couch. Moments later, they were sitting side by side. It was fairly quiet, with only the rhythm of ‘Lovely Day,’ by Bill Withers, playing on the bedroom radio. She waited when he sat down in silence. And waited some more. When he was ready, his deep voice poured out like fracturing, rumbling mountains.

“I don’t talk about this.” His chest rose and fell as he stared straight ahead. “I never talk about this situation. It’s a discussion that’s been off limits for years. The few people in my life who know about it, are aware to never bring it up with me.” She placed her hand on his thigh. “I want to make it clear that I didn’t even connect the two, my situation, with your dreams, until I heard what ya just said.” He took a deep breath and clasped his hands.

“I was twenty-three years old. Young. Workin’ the life, but not nearly as entrenched as I am now. I was good back then too, but as with all things, with practice comes perfection. Anyway, during that time, I had been dating, goin’ steady with a young lady for a year or so. In fact, we’d moved in together. We were…” he swallowed, lowered his gaze and shook his head, “…close. Very close. I can say that I loved her. Her name was Christina. She was from the Lower East Side, just like me, and I’d see her around from time to time, and we eventually got together. Anyway, in the process of that courtship, she got pregnant. I was surprised, not sure why, but I was happy, too, when she told me she was carrying my child. She was scared when she realized she was pregnant. It wasn’t like we planned it or anything, but we made it work. So, she had the baby… a girl.” He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. She reached out to him, rubbing his back with her other hand.

“What’s the baby’s name, Angelo?”

She wanted him to say it. To allow himself to feel it. So he could heal…

“My daughter’s name was Nicole. I was a new dad, but on cloud nine. I would’ve rearranged the galaxy with my bare hands for this little girl if she’d asked me to.” Andrea smiled. “One day, while I was away, Christina put Nicole in the bathtub at our apartment. She was bathin’ her, and things were going fine. According to her, she, uh, turned away. Left to get something, I think some baby shampoo from a hall closet. And when… when she came back, Nicole was face down in the tub. Not moving.”

“Oh, God…”

“I happened to be out lookin’ for a bigger place for us that day. Told ’er to stay home with the baby, and I’d find something that had plenty of room. The place we were in was kinda tight.” He opened his eyes, and played with his cuticles. “I got back home with the new lease, happy, ya know? Ready to tell ’er to start packing, but the police were around my building. I knew with the way some of the neighbors were lookin’ at me, it was bad… and I was somehow involved.

“Once they told me what happened, and that my baby girl was dead, things faded to black. Then, this rage came outta me. Towards Christina.” He extended his arms, his palms up, as if he were clawing at something intangible. Something too precious to hold, something he’d never get back.

“Why?”

“Because it wasn’t adding up. See, Nicole used to cry a lot. Like all the time. Colic, I guess they call it.” Andrea nodded. “Christina would get angry about all the cryin’, and I’d get up to help, all hours of the night. I’d make a bottle, change her diaper, rock her, everything I could think to do until she calmed down. Things my father never did – said was women’s work, but to me, that was my flesh and blood and I never thought twice about raisin’ my own daughter. Besides, Christina had had a difficult birth and was tired. So, this went on for a while. The doctors gave us medicine for her, but in that time, Nicole and I really bonded. It didn’t go unnoticed.

“Christina started to complain. Said I was either always out workin’, with my family, or with the baby. She accused me of not even noticing her anymore. She said that I showed more attention toward the baby than to her. She was getting jealous. Maybe she was right, I don’t know. She and I weren’t gettin’ along too well, and that was happening even before Nicole was born. So, because of all of that, and her self-centered behavior, I felt like I had gotten involved with someone just like my fuckin’ mother. Someone completely devoid of feeling, getting’ drunk night after night and only thinkin’ about themselves.”

His eyes narrowed with rage. “I made excuses for her at first. Figured it was just new mom jitters. Christina was also a couple years younger than me. As the months passed, I could see that she resented not bein’ able to do the stuff we used to do, and it never got better. She never took to motherhood. It seemed she just felt like it was somethin’ that happened to her. She later admitted, when Nicole was about a month or two old, that she’d wanted to have my baby because she was afraid she was going to lose me. After Nicole got here though, she regretted it all.

“She blamed Nicole for all of our problems. She didn’t want the baby anymore; she just wanted me. I told ’er we had responsibilities, that we couldn’t just leave Nicole with people all the time when we wanted to party. I didn’t trust anyone. A lot of people were strung out, they weren’t raisin’ their own damn kids, so I sure as hell didn’t trust ’em with mine. It was challenging for me, too, ya know? It was hard work, but regardless, I took fatherhood seriously, Andrea. I was now responsible for another human being. I had to make sure the bills were paid, and that my girlfriend and my kid had everything they needed. After Nicole died, I tried hard, God knows I did, to believe her version of events. She pleaded with me, swore it was true, but I remembered how indifferent she was to Nicole. It just… it just didn’t sit right with me. So, a few weeks later, I broke up with Christina and moved out.”

They remained quiet for a few moments.

“She didn’t seem upset enough about our daughter’s passing. Something wasn’t right with this, Andrea. I mean, she carried this baby inside of her for nine months. How could she not feel anything?” He shrugged. “I hated her because like you with your parents, I questioned if it was really an accident, and I couldn’t live with that. I had to go. I had to get away from her. She was upset about the breakup, but I told her to just leave me alone. We both eventually moved on. Time passed, a few months or so, and then I found out she was dating this hood named Jason. Jason was a lowlife, a two-bit thief. The lowest of the low. Christina liked bad boys, as she called us, so,” he sighed, “like me, he fit the bill. Well, seems Christina picked the wrong fuckin’ bad boy, one that liked to put his fuckin’ hands on her, because Jason killed her one night when he thought she’d been runnin’ around on him. Can’t say if she was or not.” He shook his head. “He’s still in prison to this day last I heard. Losing my child put me in prison, too.”

Her heart was nearly beating out of her chest with sorrow. She kissed his cheek.

“Years passed, and I met other women. Life went on. I never told anyone I dated about Nicole.”

“Why is that, baby? Why’d you keep this terrible loss a secret?”

“It was the one thing that could be used against me… to hurt me.” Their gazes hooked. “You can’t let anyone know your weaknesses. They’ll exploit the situation. Havin’ a mother who didn’t love me no longer hurt me. Havin’ a father who showed me killing was as natural as breathing didn’t hurt me anymore, either. I accepted that this is just who I was supposed to be. But knowing that I created a child, loved that baby with all of my heart ’nd soul… changed me. I had never known I could love as much and as strongly as I did until Nicole was born, Andrea, and then… then to have it ripped away from me… That left me messed up. Any bit of mercy and compassion I had left at that time died the day my daughter took her last breath.”

“What happened to Nicole wasn’t your fault.”

“You’ve been dreamin’ about her though. She’s been crying in your dreams. She was only ten months old when she passed away. A father is supposed to protect. It is my fault.” He looked down at the floor, shoulders slumped.

“It’s not.” She took his hands. “Look at me, baby.” He did as she asked. “I understand the dreams now. She wanted you to know that she’s fine. She’s not crying anymore. She just used the crying to get my attention. Babies who pass away before they learn to talk, Angelo, still cry as a form of communication. Regardless, she loves you.”

“I should’ve trusted my gut instinct and got my daughter away from her when I saw how jealous and crazy she was acting. I miss her smile and high-pitched laughter the most.” He smiled sadly as tears formed in his eyes.

Her heart felt as if it would soon burst out of her chest. She cried silently, unable to control her tears. Unable to stop the empathetic exchange. She felt his pain deep down in her soul. It was a lonely, cold, dark place to be.

“Ya know what?” His smile widened and he had a faraway look on his face. “I had built her a dollhouse. The ceilings were pitched.” Another cold chill ran through Andrea, but she pushed it aside. My dream tonight… I was in a dollhouse! “I built it all by myself. I painted it pink and white, and got little furniture and dolls for it.” He chuckled, blinking back tears, refusing to let them fall. “I’d sit there with her, she was crawlin’ then, and we’d play. She was too young for it, honestly, but I knew she’d grow into it eventually. She never did… I was proud of that dollhouse, baby. It had windows and doors that opened, a chimney, the works. It even had a little light blue tea set on a tiny wooden table. I remember that tea set vividly. It was a gift from my mother.

“She heard about the dollhouse, and she kept giving Nicole presents to try and get back into my life, see her granddaughter, even though I’d asked her to stop. After I moved out at age seventeen, I had stopped talkin’ to my mother. Anyway, when I was movin’ out after the death of Nicole, Christina took a hammer and smashed that dollhouse to smithereens. She knew that would hurt me. She wanted to punish me, as if killin’ my daughter wasn’t fuckin’ enough! I hated that woman! I wanted to fuckin’ kill her! But I didn’t… because I wasn’t sure if she’d really done it on purpose, and I still saw her as the mother of my kid, after all the shit she’d done! When I heard she was dead, I went out and got high and drunk. Bought all of my friends beers and celebrated! Jesus Christ!” He was sobbing now, rocking back and forth, falling apart, and all she could do, was hold tight to him. So tight!

After a few moments, he regained his composure and opened his wallet. He slid out a tiny picture, worn along the corners, and handed it to her.

“That’s her.” He smiled proudly as he pointed to it. “That’s my baby girl, Nicole.”

The little black and white photo featured a gorgeous baby girl with wavy black hair and huge dark eyes with long lashes, sporting a gorgeous white dress and little frilly socks on her plump feet. She looked to be about three months old in the picture.

“She was beautiful, Angelo. Oh, what a doll.” Andrea pressed the picture to her heart, the tears continuing to stream down her face as she held it close. “She knew how much you loved her, Angelo. Babies can feel that. She wants you to forgive yourself, so you can heal. You haven’t given yourself a break. Even after all these years.”

He hung his head. Tears fell onto his pants, darkening the fabric. He quickly wiped his face, but it was no use.

“Am I right? Do you know if Christina did this on purpose, Andrea? I gotta know!”

The man was the most vulnerable she’d ever seen him. She placed the picture on her lap and reached for his hand.

“Angelo, you blame your mother for your father’s death, and you blame Christina for your daughter’s death. In both cases, if it’s true or not, the answer will still not give you any peace. It won’t bring them back from the grave. On top of it all, you are more upset with yourself than you are with your mother, and the mother of your child. The answer to that question will do nothing but torment you, regardless of which way the truth swings. If she did it on purpose, you’ll feel the same way you do now. If she didn’t, you’ll feel some sort of guilt for her death, too.”

He swallowed, shook his head. Beside himself.

“No matter what the answer is, you will feel the exact same way you do right now,” she said. “I don’t have the answer you requested, anyway. Just as I seek answers that, at this point, probably don’t matter, so do you. You’ve endured so much pain your entire life, you’ve turned off your emotions. It was far too costly. Now, you’re being forced to deal with it. And that hurts. I, too, have had growing pains, especially when dealin’ with you.”

He smiled sadly at her.

“You have forced me to look inside, versus just what I see with my own eyes. You have forced me to acknowledge the layers, the petals and the roots. You have forced me to water the good, and starve the bad. I, too, hold anger. I hold guilt. Just because I am quieter about it doesn’t mean it’s not happening, so who am I to judge you? We are two sides of the same coin, Angelo, my angel, and way more alike than I ever gave either of us credit for. I saw myself as above you when in fact, we’re both misfits. Only, you wore your misfit badge proudly.” They held each other’s hand. Right then, the protector needed protection.

“So, I just go on like this? Wondering.”

“You don’t go on like this, but you do go on, baby. Sometimes, being able to find out answers about the past and the future still leaves us shattered! Every time I try to read my parents, I come up empty. That’s God’s way of trying to give me peace, to tell me to leave it alone. But I fought peace, due to my own guilt of bein’ alive while they’re dead! I was supposed to be in that car with them, but I was sick. It was guilt makin’ me come up with this craziness! Guilt that someone must’ve done something to their car, and there had to be foul play. I could not accept it for what it was! Two young people, helplessly in love, who’d just had a baby, me, died in a car crash. That’s what happened!” Tears streamed down her face.

“I have to face the truth! You already know the truth about your daughter… but you want it to be different, so you can live with it! That’s the reality. The cold, harsh truth. I just realized that, through you. Your pain has freed me, and my pain can free you too, if you let it. As far as Nicole, just know she’s in heaven. She’s okay. And she wants you to let go of this hatred you have in your heart, Angelo!”

She grabbed his chin and made him face her. “Wisdom comes out of the mouth of babes. You’re brimming with anger. I can even feel it in your passionate kisses. You’ve held it so long, it’s now a part of you. That’s why it is hard to let it go. This self-reproach! You keep piling it on top of yourself. Guilt now about Luciano, too. More and more guilt! It has to go. Your daughter wasn’t cryin’ for herself, baby. There is no colic, no pain, no agony in heaven! She was cryin’ in my dreams for YOU. For her DADDY! She needs her father to release this pain and live his life. She will see her daddy again, and she knows it. You are not destined for hell! You will live to an old age if that’s what you want. You are not defined by the deeds of your mother and father. You are your own man! You have lied to yourself since you were a child, as a way to survive the brutality in your life, but the truth and amnesty, so help me God, is your only salvation!”

He took her in his arms and stole her breath with his embrace, sobbing against her. She rocked him back and forth in her arms, squeezing him back, while Andy Gibb crooned, ‘An Everlasting Love.’

“You are safe with me, Angelo. This conversation stays between you and me. Forever. You can trust me. I’m your soulmate. I’m your woman, your lover… We are best friends. Your vulnerabilities are your strengths. One thing you said to me a long time ago stuck with me. ‘Killers have dreams. Killers fall in love, too…’ Baby, it’s time to fall in love with yourself. Do so by dreamin’ big, and granting yourself the gift of forgiveness…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Blood and Chocolate
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Rule 21: If you give someone an inch, Angelo, they’ll take a mile. Break the ruler.

…A few weeks later

“So, what do you think of the teal and pink?”

“Mmm hmm, yeah.” Angelo slipped the hardbound book off the bookshelf in Andrea’s apartment and thumbed through it. “…That’s good.”

“Angelo, you’re not even listening. What did I just say?”

He held the open book in his hands and flipped to the table of contents.

“You said you wanted some tea and pink cookies.” He burst out laughing when she hurled a pillow at him, barely missing his head. “I heard ya, you said teal and pink for the bridesmaid’s dresses. Whatever ya want, baby. That’s fine. Why should I care? I’m not wearing that shit.”

“Thanks!” she said sarcastically, sitting in the middle of her living room floor. “You’ve been a great help!”

“Hey, baby.” He kept flipping the book. “Do you do love spells for your clients? Are you that type of witch?”

She sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes as she tossed the fabric sample to the side, then picked up the wedding catalog once again. He approached her with the leatherbound book, then sat down across from her on the floor. Reaching for his glass of wine he’d abandoned earlier in the evening, he took a sip.

“Are ya?”

She looked up at him, clearly perturbed.

“If you call me a witch again, I am going to staple your lips shut.”

“Spoken like a true witch.” He winked, then chuckled.

“Speaking of being true, I don’t know where you’ve been or what you’ve been doing lately, Angelo, but you’re always busy and secretive about it now. I had to beg you to come over tonight and help me figure some of this wedding stuff out, and you’ve done nothin’ during this visit but look at my television, mess with my records, eat my food, drink my wine, smoke my weed, and now jumble with my books and taunt me. I want to settle some of this stuff. Now come on, stop getting side-tracked and help me.”

He sighed and closed the book, but not before noting what page he’d last been on.

“All right, so uh, I’ve been workin’ on something. That’s why I’ve been gone. Busy.”

She handed him a different catalog.

“Look through there and let’s figure out what you, Tony, your cousins and brothers are wearin’ to the wedding.” He nodded and began flipping through it. “So, what have you been working on?”

“Well, for one, I’ve been getting a jumpstart on lookin’ at different places for us to live. We could stay in my spot in Manhattan for a bit, or here in Harlem, or we could move upstate.” He shrugged. My grandmother wants to be close to me, so she’s finally being more reasonable about moving.”

Andrea nodded.

“That’s good, I’m glad to hear it. I worry about her living over there. The neighborhood is getting so bad.”

“Yeah.” He ran his hand along his jaw. “So, I’m uh, thinking of opening a gun range. Training people. There’s a lot involved, but I think I can swing it. I’ve been thinking of buying a car dealership, too.” The woman’s eyes grew big and a smile crept across her face. “There’s an older cat, Pete. He’s retiring and wants to sell his business. I’ve bought like three cars from him over the past few years. So I would just be buyin’ it, stoppin’ in, hiring people to run it how I want, but it would make me feel secure, ya know? Money coming in. Add to our nest egg. As far as the gun range, that’s a bigger undertaking. It’s lucrative though, and I’d enjoy that. I think I can do it.”

“I think you can do it, too. You’re an excellent teacher, a great instructor. Thankfully, it’s been a long time since I’ve gotten any letters or black flowers, so whoever was harassing me has probably moved on. Anyway, I still am glad that I know how to handle a gun, thanks to you. You made it so easy for me, Angelo. And you were patient. That’s a definite plus.”

He fought a smile. He hated how her compliments always made him happy. Getting softer because of this broad… She’s ruining me. I guess I like being ruined… just a little bit. “So yeah, so you think that’s a good idea? I was gonna surprise you, but I could see you were thinking I was blowin’ you off, or maybe runnin’ around town with another broad, but it’s because I’ve been trying to get all of this straightened out.”

“It’s a wonderful reason to get blown off for.” She chuckled as she crawled over to him, gave him a juicy, sweet, peck, then went back to perusing her catalogs. He looked back down at the one she’d handed him.

“Okay, how about these? That white tuxedo there looks pretty good.” He handed her the catalog.

Her brows knitted as if the task of studying the garment required careful, and meticulous consideration. As if she were in the throes of brain surgery. It took all of him to not laugh. She just looked so serious, as if it were a life or death situation. One wrong move and KA-BLOOM!

I don’t give a shit about any of this. I just want the girl. Just give me Andrea.

“Okay, good choice. Everyone will have to get measured.”

“Yeah, everyone in the family knows we’re getting married. So many weddings… Geesh. We’ve all got the routine down pat. I was in my brothers’ weddings, too, despite us not exactly being close. We’re there for each other where it counts. Have you decided on who’s walking you down the aisle yet? My Uncle Vinny volunteered. Oh, that reminds me!” He snapped his fingers. “My cousin Fonzo who I told ya could get a band for us is out of the wedding.”

“Why?” The woman looked genuinely surprised.

“Because he doesn’t approve of Italians and Blacks romantically co-mingling, shit like that. I let him have it.” He shrugged. “Fuck him. Now, back to this book.” He picked it up and shook it at her.

“Put that book back. You don’t understand anything in there anyway.” She reached for her glass of wine and sipped.

He flipped back to the page he’d been on. “It says here that this love spell involves the use of herbs, flowers and chocolates.”

“It’s herbs.”

“That’s what tha hell I said.”

“No, you didn’t. You said herbs. You don’t pronounce the ‘h.’ It’s silent. It’s not marijuana!” She cackled.

“Well, whaddaya know? The witch is also an English teacher! Maybe you could tutor me in my shaggin’ wagon, Samantha from Bewitched!” She sucked her teeth and turned away. “So where was I? Oh, yeah… here it is. It says you could also make a tea, but according to this here, you use sugar and chocolate, a nice glass or mug, and—”

“Angelo, if you don’t stop.” She chortled. “What’s gotten into you? You still call me a witch, you told me that what I do creeps you out, you never want to touch my items because of that. Now all of a sudden, you’re Mr. Librarian by day and Merlin the magician by night.”

“I want you to perform a love spell on me.” He crossed his ankles, then lit a cigarette just as cool as he pleased.

“Now why would I perform a love spell on you, when we’re already together and doing fine?”

“I heard on this show the other day, some late night thing, that if married couples do love spells, then it will help them be more in tune with each other. Now, I don’t think what you and I have between us is fair.”

“Fair?” She scrunched up her nose. “What are you talking about?”

“You can dig around inside my head, figure out stuff, have your little freaky dreams and shit, but I—”

“I can’t dig around inside your head!” She laughed. “Right now, I have no idea what’s going on in that noddle of yours.”

“All I know is that I can only go by observations with you. Now, don’t get me wrong, I think I understand ya pretty well. I know when you’re upset, happy, in need, things like that, but I can’t dig as deep as you. That’s what I mean by it’s not fair.”

“I’m a witch, remember?” She stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes, making him laugh. “So, I can do shit that you can’t. What do you think about these flowers right here?” She held up the catalog showing a large bouquet of pink and white roses.

“Eh, it’s okay. Kinda ho hum.”

She grimaced, clearly not in love with his answer. Licking her finger, she turned the page.

“So, I just want to, I don’t know, see just once what it feels like to be able to tap into someone like that. The lady said on the show that a love spell can help ya with that.”

“Are you puttin’ me on, Angelo? This isn’t funny. You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m serious.” He looked back down at the book, then passed it to her. “Do that one. It doesn’t seem too eerie. I could go for that.” Boz Scaggs’, ‘Lowdown’ started to play on the radio and he began to tap his knee to the beat.

She looked rather skeptical, then began to read the page he’d turned to.

“So, according to this spell, I’d use cinnamon, chocolate – preferably cocoa, vanilla and salt…” When she was finished, she got up from the floor, book in hand, and made her way to her kitchen. He rose on his knees, craning his neck so he could watch her in action.

“Can I come in?” he finally hollered, frustrated that he couldn’t see her every move.

“Nope.” She giggled. “I’m just getting the ingredients, honey.” She opened several cabinets then began placing items in a big bowl. Then, she spread out a purple satin cloth on the floor, and grabbed a large clear drinking glass. “Okay, so I actually have done this spell before, but it’s been a while. It was for a client. There are different spells you can say to go with it. She was trying to attract a lover, so I don’t want to do that one.”

“You’re damn straight you don’t want to do that one.” He burned with jealousy at the thought of it, but this only made the woman put her hand on her hip and laugh. He puffed on his cigarette, watching the witch work her magic.

“So, first, I will chop up this chocolate bar I had left over from lunch, then I’m going to put it in this glass. Chocolate is a symbol for love.”

“Yeah? Then what?”

“Then I’m gonna add just a little salt. The salt is for protection. Salt is often used in spells to keep bad energy away, but it can help protect a love spell from interference.” She put a pinch of the salt into the cup. “Next, I’m going to add this cinnamon. Cinnamon is used in a lot of spells, Angelo. It symbolizes passion… I think we have plenty of that already,” she winked at him, “but I’ll add it in, anyway. Now, we have pure vanilla.” She held up a little bottle. “I use this when baking my cookies and cupcakes that you’ve been scarfing down lately, so we’ll add a few drops of this, too.”

“What’s the vanilla do?”

“It’s tied to symbolizing sexuality, sensuality, and romance. Now, this next step you may find a bit unusual. I know that this is chocolate in flavor, but I am going to put my own spin on this. I’m going to add some steeped tea.” She went to fix a cup of herbal tea, then poured some of it into the mixture, making it much lighter in appearance now. It was a pretty amber color, like honey. “The tea is for longevity of love. Showing it can stand the test of time. Finally, we’re going to use a bit of warm milk. Milk is associated with marriage, fertility, childbirth, things like that.”

He watched the woman make what he felt was nothing more than a warm hot cocoa drink with a twist. He fought his skepticism, but it was a tall order. His sweetheart looked rather grave as she tore off purple and red rose petals from a flower arrangement she’d had in a vase in her kitchen, then stirred the concoction clockwise, blending all of the ingredients together. What he failed to tell her was that he knew how important her work was to her, and he never wanted her to feel that just because he didn’t understand it, he didn’t support her. After viewing that strange broadcast one late evening, the idea struck him. He was going to ask her to do this, regardless of his own disbelief in such things.

“You don’t believe it will work.” She smirked as she kept on stirring, not looking directly at him.

“What makes you think that?”

She placed her eyes upon him like a cat about to pounce.

“I think you know…” She looked back down at the potion. “You don’t believe in magic. You believe in me, but not this.”

He clasped his hands together. “You are magic, so how could I not believe in this?” He tossed her a wink, making her blush. He looked outside her window, noticing the early buds on the trees. They still had some snow, but the seasons were preparing to change. A new day was coming.

“Okay, I am going to say the spell words. Are you ready?”

“Yeah.”

She started stirring faster.

“This love spell is for me and my dear, so we can be closer, ever so near. A drink of chocolate, roses, and milk, all laid out upon a tapestry of silk. True love is eternal, it never dies, open his mind, and his third eye. Awaken his senses, let him see what I see, we’re in love, so let him be me.” She slowly stopped stirring, then picked up the glass with both hands. She took a sip, then another, and handed it to him. “Now, you drink the rest of it.”

He held the warm glass and stared at the strange, milky brown liquid inside. Perhaps he was in over his head. He suddenly had reservations, like the first time he was offered some strange, psychedelic drug from a hippie in a back alley.

“This is what you wanted, Angel. You wanted to be able to see inside of me, the way I can see inside of you. This sort of thing doesn’t last because you don’t have the gift, but sometimes, it opens a window – even for only a short time.”

“Don’t call me Angel. Only Nonna gets to call me Angel.”

“Stop stalling and go on, mister big shot!” The large black bell of her shirt sleeve stirred as she pointed towards him. He took in the image of her. The ruby red of her lipstick, the large gold hoops in her ears, and the soft, black curly puff atop her head, wild, beautiful wisps framing her face, and the bun adorned with a white rose hair pendant. He sniffed the concoction a couple of times.

With a smile, he raised the glass in the air. “Bottoms up.” The warm liquid flowed down his throat, smooth… and delicious. The rose petals resting at the bottom of the glass, he handed it back to her and tried his damnedest to show a semblance of concern regarding table cloth covers, candles, and cakes. They enjoyed one another, drinking, planning their special day.

“You wanna fool around? I gotta skin flute in my pants with your name on it. Why don’t ya name that tune?” he whispered in her ear as he groped her breasts and kissed up and down her neck.

“Stop, Angelo!” She giggled and squirmed. “Come on. Stay focused.”

Suddenly, her phone rang.

“Aww, shucks. I was just getting excited about the fuckin’ clown shoes you’re gonna try to make me wear.”

She burst out laughing.

“I wouldn’t dare. You’re so negative sometimes.” She stood. “Wait a minute, baby, let me get this.” He smoked his cigarette while he waited. “Hello? Oh, hi… yes, he’s right here… Angelo,” she hollered from the kitchen, “it’s your friend Tony. He says he needs to speak to you.”

Tony? What is Tony doing calling me at my girl’s house? I gave him this number for emergencies only. He went to the kitchen and took the phone from her grasp. He waited for a spell, watching her sashay back to the living room and plop down on the floor.

“I’m going to look at these bridal veils,” she announced as she settled, the glow from her orange and purple lava lamp shining on her face.

“Hey, Tony, what’s shakin’?”

“Angelo, hate to botha ya, but this is important. The Barker boys are goin’ after William.”

The Barker Boys were three ruthless brothers who were notorious for trying to break into the cagey club of crime for hire in New York City. Angelo had spoken to them a time or two in passing, and he admired their drive. He’d even given the young men a few pointers, per their request, and they practically bowed to him as if he were some God. He’d told them to stand straight and made it clear to them that as long as they abided by the code, there would always be mutual respect.

“Who contracted them?”

“No contract, they’re just hittin’. Not only did Patrick’s ring take out Luciano before you stepped up to the plate, the rest of ’em who weren’t there have set up to retaliate against ya, and anyone affiliated with ya, including me. The word is that the bullseye is on Simon. We gotta act on this. Now.”

“And let me guess who authorized this retaliation?”

“Orders of William, of course. They know Simon helped ya with some guns over the years. He’s your main supplier. They’re going after him soon.”

“Who told you this?”

“I can’t give you his name, Casper, but he’s my secret informant. I have a well-fed squeaky rat giving me all the news, play by play. He’s in their circle. It’s amazing what a little cold, hard cash can buy these days.”

Angelo’s heart drummed a mean percussion. He glimpsed at Andrea, who was nose deep in her magazine.

“This is crazy. Simon doesn’t have shit to do with this.”

“I know, but they know they can’t get any more of your family, or it’ll be a massacre in the streets for months, maybe even years to come, and besides, they feel like Luc’s death was an accident. Poor judgment. Like we should have let bygones be bygones.” He chuckled. “Regardless, they wanna stick it to ya. You fucked up William’s operation, big time. Because of you, the bulk of his drug runners are dead. He spent years building up those relationships. The dealers don’t trust anyone new he is tryna bring in because of the Feds. So, business is down. They can’t go after Fred; they figure you wouldn’t care about him anymore after what went down. They didn’t mention your ol’ lady. I believe they’d be pretty fuckin’ stupid to do that. It would be the end of the fuckin’ world for them too, just like if they targeted your sister or something.”

“Let me be clear, in case anyone ever gets fucking confused. If even one hair is disturbed on Andrea’s head, the idea of the end of the fuckin’ world would be a relief. An escape from me. I’m not a torture tyrant, like some of these guys, but trust me… it would be long. Agonizing. Brutal. And then, it would extend to each and every person they ever loved. I wouldn’t stop until the entire bloodline of everyone involved is eradicated. Poof! Like they never even existed. Take someone precious from me, and I’ll take a hundred from you.”

“Everyone knows how you operate, Casper. Trust and believe, they’re not trying to swim in that pond. I double checked. She’s not even on their radar, so don’t go getting the army tanks just yet. They want a smaller fish that’ll pack a punch. Your main supplier. Something to cripple ya. They know you change guns like you change your underwear. Untraceable. In and out. Vanish. Casper the ghost.” He kept his gaze on the woman of his dreams, feeling broken up and heated inside as he stroked his chin. “They wanna send you a message.”

“No shit.”

“They want that message to say, ‘Casper the fuckin’ ghost used a shitload of artillery to wipe seventeen fuckers out in the Bronx, solo, so we’re going to disarm him. You were already a legend. That put you over the top. It’s something never heard of.”

“Looks like they’re too chicken shit to deal with me head on. Why go after the branch when you could have the whole tree?” He knew the reason, but he wanted to say it all the same.

“They want ya dead, but they know the consequences of that. You’ve got too many allies. And there would be pain. Lots and lots of pain.” Tony cackled. “I say we beat the Barker Boys to the punch, Casper. They just want in, to prove themselves to the Romano family who you know hates William and his boys. But us? We’ve got a stake in this. Let’s take care of these stragglers tonight. Meet me at—”

“Fuck the stragglers. Take out William. Go straight to the damn top. Cut the head off the snake.”

“You’re… you’re kidding, right?”

“Do I sound like I’m fucking jokin’, Tony? I want you to get some guys around Simon, pronto. Don’t let that old man out of your sight. If they’re coming for him, I want there to be some company waiting for ’em. It’s time to play hardball. For years, people have been so careful around William, like he’s some fuckin’ king. He’s a person, just like the rest of us, and he’s responsible for years of bullshit in the streets, yet his hands never get dirty! He has no honor. He doesn’t follow the code. He’s a fuckin’ junkie himself, and he pays his people peanuts yet they keep doing his bidding. He’s not mafia, he’s not elite, he’s not in our circle, he’s nothin’ but a two-bit slime ball. I need for this shit to stop!”

“Angelo, we can’t take out William! Nobody ever gets close to William, or he would’ve been gone by now! How do ya think Patrick knew to surround himself with all of those human shields, huh? He learned from the best. Patrick was an idiot, a flunky. But William? He’s no dummy. Well, that’s a whole different breed.”

Everyone lets their guard down every now and again. Where there is a WILLiam, there is a way…

He turned and found Andrea’s eyes upon him, worry etched upon her face. He turned back around, facing the kitchen sink. Everything was going down the drain if he didn’t do something. It wouldn’t stop with Luciano. With Simon. With no one. They’d keep going, and going, and going.

“I’m taking care of this. I should’ve fucked him up the same day I took down Pat!” He slammed the phone down and marched back into the living room, grabbing his coat off the couch.

“Angelo…” She rose to her feet, her voice quaking. “Baby, please don’t do this! I don’t know where you’re going, or exactly what you intend to do, but I know wherever and whatever your intentions are, they ain’t no damn good!” He refused to look at her for he sensed she was on the verge of tears. He would not look into those big, beautiful eyes. He could not.

“I’ll be back.”

“You won’t! You’re gonna get killed!” She raced towards him and pulled at his arm.

“Andrea, stop it! I have to do this!” He grabbed her wrists and shook her. “You don’t understand. If I don’t, a lot of people are going to die.”

“I understand, all right! I understand that you have a death wish!” She stepped back. “Just five minutes ago, you were sittin’ here, hugging and kissing me, tryna get me into bed, and now you’re about to go out here and shoot or stab somebody!”

“HE DESERVES IT!” he roared. “I should’ve done this years ago. I kept getting talked out of it, but not this time. He wants a war, I’ll give him one!”

“Angelo, you just told me that you were going to buy a car dealership. Become a businessman! You just told me you wanted to open a gun range! You can’t do that if you’re in prison or dead. And what about me?! Do I mean nothing to you?”

“You mean everything to me, Andrea.”

“Then please don’t do this! This won’t change anything!”

“If I don’t do anything, Andrea, it will continue, and continue, and continue! Now they’re targeting Simon, a nice little old man in Queens who provides many of my weapons. We have a professional relationship going on thirteen years strong. The man is seventy-two damn years old, five foot three, and a hundred pounds soaking wet. He’s a minister, for God’s sake! He’s never committed a crime a day in his life, unless ya include dealin’ with the likes of me. I won’t let them kill that man.”

“I’ll call the police, okay?!” Tears streamed down her face as she waved her hands frantically in his direction. “You won’t even have to be involved. I’ll tell them that I heard someone is going to hurt this Simon guy and—”

“Oh, the police?” he sneered. “The police are gonna help us now? Ya really believe that?! Wow! That’s news to me! The same fuckin’ police that didn’t do shit when someone broke into your apartment? The same police that laughed when ya showed them the threatening letters, told ’em about the breathy phone calls, and weird ass, dead black flowers? The same police that fell asleep while writing up a report on your behalf when you were twenty-five and got mugged by some druggie just comin’ home from work? The same fuckin’ police that let a rich White girl steal from the department store, harass ya at your job, and call ya a nigger to your fuckin’ face? The same police that beat up my uncle and called him a greaseball, all because he was in a part of town they didn’t think he should be? The same police that laughed in my mother’s face at the morgue, and told her ‘good riddance’ when they heard my father was dead? That same fuckin’ police, Andrea?! That’s who ya want to call? That’s who I’m supposed to trust?!”

She shook her head, gaze lowered.

“Because of William, Luc is dead, Andrea. He would’ve been my best man if he was still alive. He really liked you, by the way. Thanks for tellin’ me that he said it wasn’t my fault, but I still take some of the blame, and I’ll take it to my grave. This has to stop. Because of William, Fred is in hiding. He’s a marked man. Because of William, my father died earlier than he would’ve!” She looked at him like she didn’t quite understand. “It’s the bloodline, Andrea. William’s father was one of the guys who shot up my father when he went to go confront the man that was sleeping with my mother.”

The woman held herself and groaned. All the skeletons toppled out of the closet… the blood and chocolate mixed. Love and hate became one.

“There were three men. My mother called to warn her lover-boy that my father was comin’, after my parents got into it, and Dad left out the house to put a stop to it. The guy was scared out of his mind. I told ya everyone was afraid of my father, so his cowardly ass called William’s grandfather, who sent his son. That guy’s name was Henry. Henry kept his hands dirty in money laundering, and had connections – favors owed. That son of a bitch grabbed two more fellas to join him in protecting that worm, and they put forty-two fuckin’ slugs in my father’s body! Forty-two, Andrea! We couldn’t even have an open casket… My father lived by the sword, but he sure as hell didn’t die by the sword. He died because of his heart. He loved the wrong fuckin’ woman. I love the right woman, but she needs to understand, this isn’t a velvet cape wrapped around me. It’s my true form. I am a black moon.”

He slipped his coat on, kissed her, then walked out the door…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The Boogie Man
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Rule 22: If you play with fire, you’re liable to get burned. Son, never fuck another man’s woman, fuck over your best friend, or be fucked at your own game.

This was what he was accustomed to. He was born from the dirt, his torn petals buried underground, while his roots reveled in their pristine ugliness and glorified their hard, twisted work. The strong stench of old piss, the smolder of cigarettes, and the balminess of the hot subway were all too familiar smells, awakening his senses as he made his late-night rounds. Clad in a black suit and disguise including a wig and fake beard, as well as his tote bag strapped across his chest, Angelo exited the subway station. The bright lights of Times Square bathed him in shades of red as the spectacle of illuminated signs publicizing naked girls within an arm’s reach glowed with hedonistic seduction.

He stepped on broken glass and dodged puddles from the melting snow. The air was tinted with the distinct scent of marijuana and the promise of a good time. He paused on the sidewalk and rubbed on his shoulder where the strap of the bag began to dig in.

He’d recovered fairly well from his injury, thanks mostly to Andrea who wasn’t the least bit squeamish and knew her way around a bullet wound. Now, all he had was a small scar to remember dear ol’ Patrick by. He’d heard that Pat’s funeral received far less fanfare than Luciano’s. He kept on walking down the street, then crossed the slippery wet road that reflected the street and traffic lights, towards the old theater. He’s in there… There were three things Sir William couldn’t resist: Primo cocaine, a pair of big boobs to bury his fat face in, and a feast fit for a king.

Tony wasn’t the only one with a pet rat – he had one, too. Donnie, a hoodlum he’d known since grade school, who played the guitar like no one’s business but nursed an insane drug habit, would nibble on crisp dollars if the price was right. Now he knew where ol’ William was partying at for the evening. Top secret information. William drifted where no one would believe he would – like grimy, and at times revolting, Times Square, where the dope heads, dealers, and perverts roamed. The crowd was particularly thick that evening, despite the cool bite in the air. He finally reached the theater and cased the joint. His lips curled in a smile at the sight of William’s driver’s car. He’d know it from anywhere.

The unmistakable gold Chevrolet Monte Carlo sat there like a golden nugget. What a beaut. ‘Disco Inferno,’ played from some nearby establishment at high volume, mixing in with feminine screams, and someone racing away, yelling, “You’re stoned, sucka! Can’t get me now. Suck my ass!”

Angelo approached the car with caution, surveying his surroundings. He carefully removed a bottle filled with water from his bag and poured it around and beneath the car. Reaching into his pocket, he rubbed his fingers against a moist cloth that had been dabbed in gasoline. He then began to mumble, loud enough for those that passed him to hear.

“Ya smell that, chief? I think this fancy car here is leakin’ gas. I was just checkin’ it out. It’s a real nice machine. Gotta get it to a mechanic. Don’t light a cigarette around it. Geesh.” He pointed down to the water he’d just poured, and sure enough, people paused to take a look.

“That’s just meltin’ ice,” one guy retorted, despite the fact that the car was dry everywhere else underneath. I’m not dealing with the sharpest knife in the fuckin’ drawer I see…

“Nah, sniff it,” Angelo persisted, waved his hand in front of the man’s face so he could get a whiff.

“Shit. It is.” And off the fella went. Alibi established.

Soon, the crowd around him thinned out sufficiently, while he continued on with his ruse. In typical fashion, no one was concerned enough to elicit help, or alert a fellow man. He pulled his toy from his jacket pocket, a white yo-yo, and began to fling it back and forth as he navigated towards the driver’s side. No one was paying much attention to him at all. Allowing the yo-yo to fall to the ground, he sneaked out a thin piece of metal from the tote and got the door open with a few good maneuvers of the makeshift tool.

Once inside, he positioned himself low in the driver’s seat, unwrapped the string from around the yo-yo, and began to cut, tie, and yank with only the blinking lights of a Marlboro billboard aiding him. Soon, he was drenched in sweat. He hadn’t done such work in years, but some skills you simply never forget. When he was all done, he quickly checked his watch. Finished in just under three minutes. That might be a new record.

Leaping out the car, he pointed out the gasoline ‘issue’ to another passerby to help spread the rumor around, and keep the immediate area less congested, then made his way back across the street, cleaning his hands with a damp soapy cloth he’d brought with him. Leaning against the iron bars protecting the glass wall of a closed instrument shop, he searched for a shield, someone who would help him blend in.

“Hey, foxy, what’s shakin’?” He grinned wide at a tall, long-haired blonde making her way towards him.

They engaged in a bit of conversation. The red-nosed young woman was desperate to sell her beaver for a buck. He pulled her arm, bringing her closer, guiding her in just the right way to help block him from being made. She kept right on yammering while out the corner of his eye, he noticed the old theater doors swinging open and closed. The big players in the life were being entertained and making bets, entering and exiting the establishment, which was now used for bookmaking, prostitution rings, freaky private dance shows, and drug dealing.

“So, is it a deal or what?” she noisily chewed on a wad of pink gum. “Five for head, ten for bangin’. If ya got a big cock, it’s fifteen. You look like ya might have a big cock.” She winked, looked at his hands, then down at his shoes. The woman with the dead blue eyes finally gave a hard stare at his crotch.

“Seems to me I’d deserve a discount, not an upcharge. How about up the ass?” He glanced down at the dusty rose roller skates and silky white short shorts she had on this freezing night, and shook his head.

“That’s thirty-five. No negotiations.”

“Thirty-five? Nah, I can—” Just then, William and a few of his lackeys exited the spot. “Not interested.”

“You’re one of those freaks, aren’t cha?” she mocked while popping her gum and blowing big pink bubbles in his face. “What? Ya wanna piss on me? Want me to piss on you? I’ll do it if the price is right.” She showed her teeth.

“Using you like a urinal isn’t my cup of whiskey. I get off on women walkin’ away. Love to see ya leave. Get the hell out of my face, and get your hot ass home.”

“You asshole. You wasted my fucking time. And I don’t have a home!” She flipped him off. William was talking with a few guys on the sidewalk. She turned to walk away.

“Stay put.” He jammed his hand in his pocket, pulled out a little cash and crammed it in her hand.

“I don’t waste time. You did exactly what I needed you to do. You served your purpose, now leave.”

She looked rather bewildered, yet strangely satisfied. She loitered a bit longer, counted the money, and sauntered off, glancing back at him every now and again. The back door of the gold ride was now open and William got inside, a black hat on his huge bald head. Soon after, he was joined by two other men, one of whom was the driver. The car pulled away from the curb and as soon as he stepped on the gas, the whole street was aglow.

Bright lights. City lights. Sir William had to die tonight…

People screamed and scattered in a panic as he casually walked up the sidewalk, leaving the big ball of fire behind him. He strolled for at least ten minutes, with not a care in the world. The notes of ‘Good Times,’ by Chic, drifted from a passing car. He lit a cigarette, then saddled up to a payphone.

“Hello, who tha hell is it?” He recognized that voice, and it sure as hell wasn’t Tony.

“Hey Lou, it’s Casper. I need to speak to Tony.” Lou was Tony’s personal assistant of sorts.

“Heeey, Casper! How ya doin’?”

“I’m fine, Lou.”

“Tony stepped out. He’ll be back in about ten minutes. You wanna leave a message?”

“I sure do. Tell him that I Johnny Cashed Sir William. The ride is over. Tell ’em that I created an alibi for the police, but in our circle, the story will be different. Tell him to give credit to the Barker Boys.” He paused, watching the smoke float up and dissipate. “Tell ’em I don’t need any accolades, acknowledgement, or attention. It ends with the ring of fire. I’m gonna keep on steppin’… He’ll know what that means. Also, tell him he’s a stand-up guy, a damn good friend despite us occasionally being in competition for gigs over the years. And tell him… tell him that I’ll see him on the flipside.”

He hung up the phone, stared at the receiver for a long while, then exited the phone booth, surrounded in smoky haze.

As he took steady steps, a car drove past blasting KC and the Sunshine Band’s, ‘I’m Your Boogie Man.’ He began to sing the lyrics, snapping his fingers to the beat, and did a 360-degree turn, busting a dance move. Smiling big, he relished the cool air hitting his face. As the music faded, he removed the fake scruffy beard and wig, tossed them, then the yo-yo, in a trashcan. He walked a few more blocks, bathed in bright lights while the sounds of stilted orgasms, drunken arguments, and joyous laughter surrounded him. Slipping into a rundown hotel, he quickly changed his clothing in the dull lobby restroom. He threw the tote bag in the trash, then beat a path back to the subway, eager to make up with his baby and reassure her that all was well.

Andrea, I’m on my way. I told you I’d be back.

I always keep my word.

[image: Image No. 77]

[image: Image No. 56]

…A few weeks later

Andrea held the album up, blew on it, then placed it on the record player. After a brief staticky noise, the seductive declarations of Prince broke through in his high-pitched, sexy, thunderous voice. ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’ had her dancing to the groove around all the packing boxes. She’d begun gathering her belongings for a move to a beautiful, spacious, bi-level apartment she’d be sharing with her man in Forest Hills, Queens. Angelo wanted to get away, start fresh, but not abandon their roots. She’d never lived in Queens before, and had some reservations, but several of her friends assured her that though it was a little different from Brooklyn and Harlem, the only two boroughs she’d ever lived in, it was much safer, and a good spot to raise a family. Angelo had rented a unit for his grandmother, right up the tree-lined street. She even had a little balcony now and a place to plant flowers. Things were finally falling into place.

“Hey.” Angelo walked out into her living room, naked as a jaybird and dripping wet from head to toe. “I need a towel.”

“Angelo! You’re dripping water all over the place!”

“Yeah… not having a towel kind of causes that… Owww!” She bopped the smart aleck on the arm as she marched past to the hall closet to get what he needed. When she returned with her favorite bright yellow towel, she found Angelo dancing and being silly. Before she could make fun of him, he chased her around the room, making gorilla noises and beating his hairy chest.

“Ahhh!” She dropped the towel and raced around, her purple and green paisley bellbottom pants almost her undoing when she tripped on the hem and tumbled over the couch. He lunged after her, only for her to slip away into the kitchen. Bad move. Black hair slicked away from his forehead, brandishing those killer blue eyes and that devastating smirk, he closed in on her. Big dick just swinging.

“You’re cornered.”

“Don’t you touch me!” She searched frantically for something to defend herself with, settling on the closest thing next to her. A damn slotted spoon. She waved it about like a sword.

“What are ya going to do with that? Turn me into pasta and strain me? Come ’ere!” He grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her over his shoulder. She kicked and screamed, but Prince didn’t care; he just went on to serenade the next song, ‘Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?’

“Put me down, Angelo! What do you want?” She almost choked on her spit, she was laughing so hard. He ran around the apartment with her, pausing only to make ape noises and hit his chest with one fist to the beat of the music. What a nut!

“Pussy pussy pussy! Me Want Pussy!”

She kicked her legs around, punching his back playfully until at last, he pinned her against the wall. The big, tall, sexy beast of a man let her slide slowly down, then claimed her lips in a slow kiss. He trailed kisses down her neck and shoulder, his damp hair tickling her skin. Dropping to his knees, he pulled her pants down to her ankles as he looked longingly into her eyes. He caressed her downy pubic hair with deft fingers, then buried his face between her thighs, inhaling deeply, as if she were the finest bottle of perfume he’d ever seen.

“Oh, God.” She hissed when his hot tongue lapped at her heated flesh, at her pussy, the long, pink tender muscle tracing up and down the delicate folds of her love. She grabbed his head, pushing him impossibly closer to her needy clit. “Yes! Eat my pussy, baby!”

He grabbed her thighs, his thumb digging into her flesh as he held on tight and made a buffet of her peach. Raking blood red nails through his hair, she teetered on the brink of a watery explosion.

“Uh! Oh, shit! Oh shit, baby! Angelo! I’m cumming!” She trembled as he slid his mouth back and forth against her clit, rapidly flicking his tongue at each pass. The sound of his feasting and her uncontrolled wails of ecstasy competed against Prince’s voice – the lyrics of heartbreak and pleasure mingling together. When she was barely able to stand on her feet, he slowly stood and drove himself deep within her with a throaty growl. His gaze never left hers. Her pussy pulsed and grabbed onto the generous length of him. He thrust in and out, around and around, twisting and turning, taking her to levels never before reached. Resting his arms against the wall, his elbows on either side of her head, he kept staring into her eyes, his love for her pouring out with each ruthless, deep plunge.

“You’re so wet for me, baby.”

She stirred from his words. “That feels so good, Angelo. You know just what I need,” she purred, an aftershock of her orgasm making her tremble. He gripped her left ass cheek and pulled her closer. Back and forth they went, fucking slow and easy. His gaze lowered to her lips and as she closed her eyes, quaking with anticipation, he slipped his hot tongue within her mouth, pushing it in and out with the same rhythm and speed of his big dick.

Soft lips trailed down her chin, landing on her neck, then her collarbone. That’s my spot… he knows that’s my spot! Her eyes rolled as he held her tight, lunging more forcefully inside her, driving her body up and down the wall. She wrapped her arms around him, hands along the back of his neck as they engaged in a kiss. She swayed to his rhythm, grinding against him, welcoming his plunges, ready to receive and release him back into her ocean. His pace increased, his look of love turned dark and demanding, and his groans richer and deeper…

“I love every inch of you… You really turn me on, baby. I love your big, soft tits, your lips, beautiful smooth skin, the curl of your hair, up top and down there… and this tight pussy of yours.” The sexy words that came out of his beautiful mouth made her shudder. His head lolled back and she stared at his Adam’s apple, overdosing on his masculinity and the way he turned her into his most prized possession up against that cold, wood-paneled wall. As he deepened his love, she found herself pushing forward, resting her forehead along his shoulder blade close to the fresh scar, holding on tight.

“Andrea!”

Her pussy pulsed at the way he called out her name, sending her into a climax. As she reached her apex, he broke free, crashing into her hard as he roared. Warm juice filled her snatch but he kept going until there was not a drop left to spare. Sliding out of her, he placed a gentle, loving kiss on her cheek, then headed to the bathroom, without another word. She stood there for a while, her pussy hot and throbbing, leaking his love. Resting her shoulder on the wall, she touched her lips, still feeling the heat of his kiss, then followed him into the restroom to the tune of Prince’s, ‘Sexy Dancer.’

They smiled at one another, while she turned on the bathtub, allowing the water to fill.

“I’m gonna take a bath. You wanna watch a movie tonight, Angelo? I have the new TV Guide.”

“All right. Yeah, fantastic.” He grabbed his spare toothbrush that he now kept at her place and brushed his teeth. A little toothpaste landed on his mustache. She pointed to it with a grin, so he licked it away, spit it out, then blew her a kiss. She hummed while pouring bubble bath into the water. Gathering a fresh bar of soap and washcloth, she settled into the bathtub while he went to the bedroom and got dressed. She was still sitting in the water, humming to the music playing in the living room, when he re-entered a few minutes later.

“Hey, baby.” He waved around a bottle of wine. “You’re out of Night Train.”

“Oh. Is the new bottle of Blue Nun gone, too?”

“Yeah. We finished that a few days ago. I’m going down the street to grab us a bottle of something good, and some snacks, too.”

“Okay, baby.” He kissed the top of her head, then left out the restroom.

“You want anything specific?” he called out from the living room.

“Um, now that you mention it, if they’ve got any of those fruit cups I like, you know the ones, please grab a couple for me. I can eat one tonight and the other for breakfast in the morning.”

“You bet. I’ll grab a carton of eggs and some cornflakes for breakfast, too. I have the meeting with that Mr. Hopkins, the guy I told ya about.”

“Oh yeah!” She turned on the hot water to warm it up a little more, then built up a nice lather by rubbing the soap on the wet cloth. “About the land for a range in Queens, right?” she called out over the music and gushing water.

“Yes. The building is already there. Needs a little work, but there’s plenty of acreage, and we’re negotiating a price. I told him I plan to train a few guys myself and have it really top-notch. We’re talkin’ by appointment only, vending machines, fresh hot coffee, spic and span at all times, good target boards, the works. No horsin’ around.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.” She smiled proudly. How could she not be? She turned off the water.

“I’m headin’ out, Andrea. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

“Okay, baby!”

She soon heard him close and lock the door. After spending a few more minutes in the tub, she rinsed off and dried herself. Wrapping the blue towel around her body, she made her way to the living room and put on a new record, ‘Girlfriend,’ from Michael Jackson. One of her favorite songs.

“Giiiirlfriend!” she sang along, swinging her hips to the tune. She slipped on a sexy black negligee, brushed her damp hair and arranged it into a sloppy ponytail, then applied cherry lip-gloss on her lips. Then, she plopped on the bed, ready to browse through The Good Housekeeping magazine she’d grabbed from the dresser. After a short while, she heard a clicking noise, like a key turning in the door.

“Don’t tell me.” She giggled. “You forgot your wallet!”

No response.

Slow, heavy footsteps approached.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Her heart began to race. She knew how her lover moved, how Angelo walked, how he breathed.

“Angelo?”

No answer…

“AHHHHH!” She shrieked when a hulking man with short blonde hair and a scruffy beard appeared by her bedroom door. His round stomach poked from under his shirt, and the evil in his eyes was like nothing she’d ever seen.

Shit! She quickly reached for the dresser drawer, pulling it out so fast it nearly fell out.

EMPTY.

“Lookin’ for this?” the man asked in a monotone voice. He laughed when he spun her gun around on his finger, then opened the chamber, allowing the bullets to fall to the floor. Plop, plop, plop, plop.

“STAY AWAY FROM ME!” She got on her knees in the bed and began to toss items at him as fast and hard as she could.

“You bitch!” he yelled when the lamp flew across the room, slapping him in the eye. She made her move to race past him out the door but he caught her, looping his beefy arm around her neck and pulling her flush to his body. He dragged her back from the door. She tore at his arm, gasping, desperate for air. “Did you miss me?! I had to take a little time off!” He tossed her on the bed like a ragdoll. “I was in jail. My wife got the police involved, but nobody tells me where to go, and nobody can stop me from doing what I want. Like seeing my own fucking family! Just got out a couple of weeks ago and made a copy of your keys while I had the chance. I’m ready now. Let the real games begin.”

“What do you want?!” She crawled up the bed towards the headboard, putting as much room between them as possible.

“You’re the fucking psychic who told my wife to leave me!” It took a moment but then it came to her. A young lady had come to her about nine or ten months ago stating her husband was insane, and had begun beating her. She saw the bruises with her own eyes. “She came to you for one of those ridiculous, fake readings of yours, asked for some advice, and you told her she had to leave me! I guess after that, she plotted for a couple of months. Then, one day, she wiped out the damn bank account, took the kids and left! I couldn’t find her for weeks! Now she’s moved back to Florida and filed for divorce. YOU RUINED MY FUCKING LIFE!” he yelled so loud, her ears rang. “YOU’RE GONNA DIE, YOU BLACK BITCH!”

She screamed when he lunged at her and pushed her down, his knee pressed against her thigh, and began to squeeze her neck. She squirmed and kicked about, clawing, scratching, and biting every part of him that came close enough for an attack. The coppery taste of blood flooded her mouth when he punched her in the face, cursing her out and going off the rails. She sank her teeth into his fingers when he pressed them against her lips.

“I’ve got a knife… Don’t make me take it out,” he threatened, his face close to hers. Spittle rained on her and his rancid breath, smelling of beer and rotten teeth, sickened her.

He lay on top of her, rendering her immobile, blocking her air with his crushing weight. She tried to scream when he slid his rough hand up and down her thigh.

“Yeeaaah… do ya like that, little whore? I see ya like White guys. Time for me to have a turn. I’ve listened at the door tonight. He makes you moan. I can make ya moan, too. And that’s exactly what I am going to do! I’m going to fuck you, then cut your nigger ass up into little pieces!” He brandished the empty gun, the shiny surface catching reflection, pretended he was going to hit her with it then laughed before tossing it across the room. A mixture of rage and grief assailed her.

“Mmmmm!!!!” She tried to rise beneath him, trying to figure a way out.

“STOP FIGHTING ME!” He smacked her across the face and for a moment, everything went white and she couldn’t hear. “It’s been hard tryna get you alone. You’re either not home or the boyfriend is over here. Finally, we’ve got a little time to ourselves. Just me and you. Did ya like the flowers and letters I sent you?” He guffawed. “I’m an old-fashioned guy. Girls like flowers and love letters, right?” In his other hand he produced a knife, grinning as he showcased it.

“GRRRRRRR!!!!” She tried to move, to buck, to scream, to no avail.

“I’m going to enjoy this.” A horrid smile spread across his face. “I must say, you’re a pretty little Black bitch, too. What a shame.” He placed the knife down, out of grasp, and reached out to play with her hair, shifting his weight around. As he moved, she realized he was now reaching for his belt. Oh no! NO! Mustering all the strength she could, she kneed him in the nuts.

“AHHHHHHHHH! FUCK!” He rolled off of her, holding himself.

She took the opportunity to jump off the bed and barrel towards the front door, screaming. But just as she reached for the doorknob, she felt his arm tighten around her neck, choking. She began to lose consciousness as he squeezed. And squeezed.

No! I can’t die like this! This can’t happen! God help me! Please help me!

“You’re feisty!” He chuckled as he dragged her towards the record player, then turned up the volume of the music. “We wouldn’t wanna be interrupted, now would we?” He tossed her roughly onto the couch and she bounced. “You sure are stronger than you look, too.” He placed his hand over her mouth, muffling her screams as he brought that damn knife to her throat. “Now, you listen to me, and you listen good. If you do anything like that again, I’m gonna gut you!” he spat. Seething. Eyes narrowed. Evil personified.

She winced when he traced the tip of the knife down the side of her face. She felt it prick her neck, drawing blood. Meanwhile, he struggled to work his belt out of his jeans again. Angry tears filled her eyes as she heard his zipper coming down. Michael Jackson serenaded her, saying ‘I Can’t Help It,’ and her head spun, throbbed. She clumsily tried to reach under the couch cushion, fishing for the knife she often kept there, but he pressed her wrist down, stopping her.

“Now… you just relax…” He ripped her nightgown, exposing her breasts to him. She fought the urge to break down and cry. She managed a weak scream when his hot, disgusting mouth surrounded her nipple, then bit down on her flesh. He muffled her wails of pain with a heavy hand…

That didn’t stop her from trying to move, trying to fight, trying to scream. But she was losing hope because he was reaching for his pants now, and he shoved them down his legs…

No… No… this isn’t happening! It is… it is but, I will survive this! I’ve got to!

[image: Image No. 56]


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


We Are One.

No Weapon Formed Against my Soulmate Shall Prosper…

[image: Chapter 23 Image]

Rule 23: Angelo, a promise is a vow. A promise is like a contract. Ferrari men don’t break contracts, and we damn sure don’t break promises. Be careful who you make them with.

Angelo whistled as he opened another freezer door in the bodega, trying to decide which wine to purchase. The sounds of ‘Boogie Oogie Oogie,’ sung by a Taste of Honey, played on low volume from a radio on the checkout counter. He raked a hand through his hair, making sure each strand was in place as he took his time reading the labels.

Cold duck, Lancers, and Mateus. Wild Irish Rose…

Suddenly, he tasted something coppery, like a taste of blood. A weird feeling took over. He swallowed, trying to make the flavor go away. Grabbing a bottle from the chilled display, not caring what it was, he put it in the basket and made his way down one of the snack aisles. He scanned the chips, crackers and cookies aisle, then decided upon a bag of pretzels. He placed it in the basket along with a carton of eggs and box of cereal, then a carton of milk. Fruit… Andrea wants those fruit cups. Where are they? He paused, this time tasting something that reminded him of cinnamon. It repeated, and when he belched, he was tasting the strong flavor of dark chocolate. He felt a bit light-headed, his heart now thumping in his chest.

“Are you all right?” a guy in denim overalls and a floppy, velvet velour hat asked when Angelo leaned against a shelf loaded with wrapped pastries, feeling as if he were going to fall down right on his ass.

“Yeah… I’m cool.”

The man nodded and sauntered off.

He took a few deep breaths, then placed the basket on the floor and hightailed it out of the store, feeling instantly better once he was out of there.

“Shit! What is going on?” He got in his car, feeling a strong sense of urgency to get back to Andrea’s apartment. Something was pushing him, propelling him forward. He put his foot on the damn gas and didn’t let up, flying through red light after red light. He didn’t care, as long as he got back to her. While he drove, the flavor of vanilla filled his mouth, soon followed by a foul saltiness coating his tongue. He reached for his chest when his heart beat painfully against his ribs. The salty taste subsided as he parked badly in front of her place, but the vanilla flavor returned, along with that of herbal tea, filling his mouth to the point he almost retched. He took a deep breath, then raced into the apartment building, key in hand.

He stopped.

The door was closed, but the knob was always turned a certain way when it was locked. He was sure he’d locked it when he’d left, but now it was open. He got ready to swing the door open, but something was leading him, telling him, Shhh… be quiet… listen….

He pressed his ear against the door, hearing her favorite Michael Jackson album playing. Nothing sounded strange, but when the music died down, and Michael’s crooning slowed before the next verse, he heard muffled feminine whimpers, then a gruff, masculine groan…

Rage flooded his body like he’d never known! Reaching for his revolver on his hip, he kicked the door open to see a man on top of Andrea, a knife in his hand, and her crying and struggling beneath him. Both looked his way. Their eyes locked. Andrea was trembling, and one of her arms had blood streaming down it. Angelo lifted his gun.

“Don’t come any closer or aim that at me, or I’ll slice her fucking throat!” The man yanked Andrea off the couch, forcing her to fall back into his chest. He placed the knife against her neck. One of her breasts was exposed, and his pants were off, but his underwear still on.

BOOM! BOOM!

A feminine scream, followed by a wail.

Angelo shot the fucker right between the gotdamn eyes, then shot again, and again. For the hell of it. The son of a bitch never saw it coming. There would be no standoff. No mind trickery. No negotiations or fuckery. One thing he could do was shoot a shadow in the dead of night, ten miles away with perfect aim. And this oversized waste of space was going down. The ogre fell back like a tree. Dead before he hit the floor.

Before Angelo could reach Andrea, she jumped in his arms, a quivering wreck of nerves. He squeezed, holding her so tight.

He pulled back to check her state. She had a bloodied cut on her forearm, blood on her face, and her lip appeared to be busted. He softly caressed her chin as they looked into each other’s eyes. “Did he… did he…” He couldn’t say it. He couldn’t make the word come out of his mouth.

“I’m fine, I’m okay.” Her voice cracked. “I have a few cuts, but that’s it and no, he didn’t have a chance to rape me.”

He grabbed her once again, nestled her head against his chest, and rocked her. A neighbor dared to come out of their apartment to see what was going on, and then another.

“Call the police, Carla!” Andrea managed to yell. “Someone broke into my apartment and tried to kill me.” The neighbor lady cursed, then raced back inside her apartment. He soon heard the old woman on the phone. He stepped away from Andrea, turned off the record player, and stood over the dead body. He pointed his gun down and shot the fucker in the groin. Three times, emptying his pistol. That’s so you can’t attempt to rape anyone in hell, either. How fucking dare you touch what’s mine!

The man’s hands were covered in deep bite marks, some still oozing blood. His face bore the evidence of a major struggle, too, and there were so many scratches on his neck, it looked as if he’d been attacked by a bunch of feral cats.

“You did all of this to him?” He tossed her a glance.

“Yes. I kept fighting until… until I didn’t have the strength anymore.”

He bent down to search the guy’s pockets and pulled out his wallet. There was a wrinkled ten-dollar bill inside, and his driving license.

Dennis Dotson

He reached in his other pocket to find old, crushed black rose petals. He let them fall to the floor.

“He must’ve broken in earlier in the day, maybe when I was at work, because he had the gun. It’s in the bedroom. The bullets are on the floor. I just saw the gun in that drawer two days ago, Angelo. Worst of all, a long time ago he came in here while I was probably at work, took my keys, made a copy of ’em and returned the original. I keep a spare in the kitchen.” She pointed towards the kitchen area.

“He brought the original back so you wouldn’t suspect anything and get the locks changed.” He slowly got back to his feet, glaring at the fucker.

“He’d been plotting this for months! He stopped only because he’d been arrested. He was in jail all of that time I hadn’t heard from him.” She drew closer to him and he wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her close. He pressed his lips to the top of her head, never wanting to let her go.

“Do you know him?” He sucked his teeth as he admired the clean holes he’d blasted in the fucker’s face and the fresh blood pooling on the front of his underwear.

“No, but he told me who he was. I had given his wife a reading some time ago, and, uh, he didn’t like what I told her. She left him after I let her know what I saw in the reading.”

“Which was?”

“That he was going to kill her if she didn’t get away. I remember now havin’ trouble sleeping after she left. I had terrible nightmares. I felt for her, but I never wanted to read for her again. Now, I know why.”

Outside her window, the faint sound of sirens approached. She tugged at her ruined gown, trying to cover herself, hyperventilating and looking dangerously close to breaking down. Removing his jacket, he wrapped it around her and made her rest against him. It wasn’t long before he felt the tears seeping through his shirt, her shoulders shaking. Deep, sorrowful moans escaped the mouth of one of the strongest, most incredible women he’d ever known. He had the pleasure to call her his future wife. He kissed the top of her head again and ran his hand over her hair.

They stood there, eyes closed, him comforting her. She fell apart in his arms as he rocked her back and forth. The sirens grew louder and louder. A small crowd could be heard gathering around the front door, but he focused on her, the love of his life.

“I could feel you,” he whispered in her ear. “I could taste you… I could hear you… I could smell you… I could see you… I sensed you. Completely. It was mind bending. An incredible feeling. Whatever that was, whatever… power I had, it’s gone now. Whatever command I had to plug into you, it came and left. It was done with me after it served its purpose. To get me back home to you. I can’t explain it, but I know I will not ever feel it again, no matter how many love spells you do on me. I need to tell you though that I will never forget what it was like to travel inside your spirit. You feel like fresh rain when you’re happy, and you taste like bright rays of sunshine when you’re proud. You sound like gold and ruby-encrusted instruments played by violin and cello maestros and jazz bands greats when you say my name… You smell like a mile-wide rose garden as you cover the stench of my twisted, exposed roots. You look like a shining little star that dared to pull the velvet cloak off a dark, incensed moon…”
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The last six months had been a whirlwind. Between dealing with the police due to the assault, relocating to a new home in Queens, learning to drive and wedding planning, Andrea’s nerves had been completely fried and frazzled. She’d been relieved that the police didn’t make a bigger deal out of what had transpired, trying to somehow accuse Angelo of wrongdoing. Her assailant had a lengthy criminal record, and the police seemed honestly relieved that the fucker was finally out of their hair. Despite the risks, Angelo had insisted on staying right there in her apartment when the police arrived and she was taken to the precinct.

Angelo was asked to follow for questioning. Regardless, he insisted on not leaving her side. She hurt for him, more than for herself, when she had to give the play by play of the evening’s events. At one point, he looked as if he were going to pick up a chair in the precinct and haul it across the room in a fit of rage.

The dead man had been taken away from her residence, gone, and the stains of that day had faded slowly. She’d refused to allow Dennis Dotson to make her fearful, to make her put her life on hold. She’d done a lot of praying, surrounded herself with loved ones, and of course, had the amazing love and support of a man who treated her like a queen. He’d bought that old car dealership and was in the process of revamping it, modernizing it and giving it flair. She was making business plans of her own, too. Now, things had come full circle. The gift of completion.

Standing in a white tent illuminated with soft lights and candles, on the vast garden outside of the Waldorf Astoria on Park Avenue, proved to be overwhelming. It was like a palace to Andrea, and the grounds were like something out of one of her many books on European commons. The kind fit for a fairytale. Lush greenery, vibrant flowers, and ancient trees filled the area. Recent city budget cuts had affected such places, but she and Angelo had been fortunate that their venue of choice was still open for business. Andrea stood surrounded by her bridesmaids and Aunt Bev, while her friends, and a host of cousins, were in their seats tending to their private conversations. She peered out the tent every now again, feeling warm all over while she drifted away in thought. Is this how I imagined my wedding? No. This has exceeded my expectations. This is better. So much better. Everything has come together perfectly.

After months of deliberations, she settled upon a simple ivory dress. It fit her like a glove, hugging her in all the right places, but she opted for no shoes. Just pale pink painted toenails adorned with gold and diamond toe rings, and shimmery gold anklets. Her hair was arranged in a large, soft, curly afro, the front brushed away from her face, and pinned back. The curls were loose and airy, and her face was dewy and fresh, with just a trace of makeup. A little mascara, sheer pink gloss, a light blush.

She recalled one morning waking up with the sunlight streaming on her and Angelo’s naked, intertwined bodies. He’d been staring at her. Leaning down, he placed a sweet kiss on her lips and said, ‘I’ve been watching you sleep. I tried to not blink. I don’t want to miss a second of seeing you. You’re just too beautiful…’

“Andrea!”

“Oh, huh?” She spun around, facing her aunt as she was jerked out of her daydream.

“Baby, everyone is waiting.” Aunt Bev touched Andrea’s small, hanging crystal earrings. “Are you ready?”

“Definitely. I’ve been ready, Auntie. I see myself as already his wife. This is just a formality.” Aunt Bev smiled, then wrapped her in her arms. She smelled so good. Outside, Kenny Rogers’ ‘She Believes In Me’ was starting to play, giving her joy. She peeked her head out of the tent again, and was in awe at how many people now filled the seats. Her bridesmaids exited swiftly, one after the other, joining hands with Angelo’s handsome groomsmen. All the men wore black tuxedos with white vests, and teal bow ties with matching cummerbunds. When she didn’t see Angelo, her heart began to gallop, but then she remembered he was going to come down the aisle with Nonna.

They’d mixed it up last minute, how they wanted the wedding to go. The minister stood behind a white pedestal, wearing a white and gold robe, and she wondered if her recent sleep deprivation was causing her to believe that the birds were extra chipper, their singing blending in with the music on such a perfect, blue-skied day. Suddenly, people began to clap and get to their feet for Bill Wither’s, ‘Grandma’s Hands’ had started to play. The mixed crowd of Italians, Blacks, Irish, Puerto Ricans and Cubans lit up the space with bright smiles, laughter, and even a few tears when Angelo appeared in a white tux, teal tie, no cummerbund – which they’d fought about – and matching white shoes. He raised his hands in the air and cheered, a huge grin on his face. He looked so laid back with his handsome self. She was pleased he’d finally given in on one detail regarding his attire: A teal corsage was pinned to his lapel.

He and Nonna came slowly down the teal runner, which was carpeted with white rose petals. He led her so gently, looking at her with such love in his bright blue eyes. He looks amazing! His jet-black hair was combed impeccably, not a strand out of place, and his goatee was trimmed to perfection. His light tan skin practically glowed, and if she didn’t know him, she’d swear by his expression alone he’d been born for this role as husband. Everyone began to laugh when Nonna paused to wave to everyone in her beautiful teal and white gown, as if she were the main attraction in a parade.

Aunt Bev rubbed Andrea’s back in a sweet, comforting way, and she felt compelled to rest her head on her aunt’s shoulder. Just like she used to do when she was a little girl. The woman slid a hand around her waist, kissed her cheek, then they both continued to spy.

After Nonna was seated, Angelo went to stand by his groomsmen, first shaking each of their hands. The view seemed rather solemn, stiff, almost military-like, but oh, so sexy. After he was finished, he stood next to the minister.

“All right,” Aunt Bev whispered as the music changed to Smokey Robinson’s, ‘Cruisin.’ “Come on, boys. It’s showtime.”

Aunt Bev’s good friend, Janelle, had two twin grandsons who were at her home as much as her own grandchildren. Since Aunt Bev had insisted on helping to plan the wedding, when Andrea had told her that she wanted to try something unconventional regarding her walk down the aisle, her aunt had suggested that the two milk-chocolate-faced eight-year-old twins, Bryan and Benjamin, should be involved. They had thick, dark brown short afros, huge dimples, and smiles so bright they’d light up a room, and looked so adorable in their little black tuxedos with teal cummerbunds.

They got into position: One little boy standing on each side of her, looping their tiny arms around hers. Aunt Bev gave her one final kiss on the cheek, handed her the bouquet, then pushed her out of the tent, into the blinding sunshine. Everyone was already on their feet, and every head turned her way.

Andrea’s huge smile made her face hurt, but she didn’t care. The boys seemed a bit shy, so she paused, gave them each a kiss, and they loosened right up. She glanced in Angelo’s direction. He was looking at her as if she were the only woman in the garden, and his hands were pressed together, as if he were praying. She could hear people whispering, laughing, and loving the sight of her and the cute children. The perfect mood was set for what filled her heart. The flash of cameras began, and she was careful to not look directly into the light. Slowly, she reached her husband-to-be, and Reverend Parker gave some introductory remarks, thanking everyone for attending to witness their union.

“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

“We do!” the boys said at the same time, causing a ruckus of laughter. Then, the children skirted away to join their parents. The music transitioned to John Lennon’s, ‘Love,’ playing softly in the background. Winona took her colorful wildflower bouquet from her hands, and she stood next to Angelo to begin their wedding vows.

They had decided to stick to the traditional format for the wedding. The vows they’d made with their hearts, and the words and promises shared behind closed doors, were equally important.

“I, Andrea Ellison, take you, Angelo Ferrari, to be my lawfully wedded husband. I promise to love and cherish you, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, for richer, or poorer, for better, or worse, and forsaking all others, keep myself only unto you, for so long as we both shall live.”

Angelo repeated the same words, then Andrea picked up a golden bowl that sat off to the side, and stood before him. This was one deviation from tradition that she’d insisted upon. And she hadn’t told Angelo in advance. She looked into her man’s eyes and fell in love all over again. Reaching into the bowl, she pulled out a square of chocolate.

“The creation of mankind began with dirt. Soil. The Earth. We were molded out of clay, in His image.” She motioned for Angelo to open his mouth, then placed the chocolate on his tongue. He smiled as he chewed, then swallowed. “Man was created, and he was given brawn, strength, and the ability to provide protection.” She dabbed her finger into a few grains of salt, then slipped her finger in his mouth. He clasped her wrist gently and sucked on the digit for far too long as he stared deeply into her eyes. Someone cleared their throat noisily, breaking the trance and causing another uproar of laughter.

“God added a woman, and she was sweet and grounding,” She sprinkled a pinch of cinnamon and vanilla along his tongue. Lastly, she lifted the lid off a small glass that sat in the bowl, and presented a taste of tea, steeped with red rose petals and a dash of milk. He sipped it, then handed it back. “And the man and woman became one, and their love grew even stronger, day by day. They joined under the sun, kissed beneath the stars, and made love below the dark, velvet moon.”

“Whew, chile!” someone screamed, causing another uproar of giggles. She heard her Aunt Bev’s husky laughter. Soon, they exchanged rings. She slid the gold and diamond band down Angelo’s long finger, and he placed her matching band down hers.

“You may seal this union with a kiss!” Angelo intertwined their fingers and looked down at her as if he wanted to fuck and fight all night. Her insides stirred, and her cheeks heated with all the dirty thoughts filling her head. I can’t wait until tonight! There was so much love, possessiveness, and lust in his eyes, she turned into melted butter. He cocked his head to the right, lifted her chin, and kissed her with burning passion. As she closed her eyes, she could hear the cheering and feel the rice being thrown in their direction. The minister called out over the boisterous attendees.

“I want to say in closing, a scripture. Mark 10:9: “Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate!”

“Amen!” reverberated from the large crowd.

“Without further ado, it is my great honor and privilege to introduce to you, Mr. and Mrs. Ferrari!”

When she looked into his eyes, she fought hard to fight her emotions, to not cry. But she failed. His eyes sheened, and she released a solitary tear. He hugged her tight, and she hugged him back with the same vigor, never wanting to let go.

‘Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. —1 Corinthians 13:4-5

P.S. Even of the wrongs of the formerly corrupt and depraved. For there IS love for the wicked, too…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The Witch Jumped over the Black Velvet Moon
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Rule 24: Son, I’m not going to be here forever. Neither are you. So, while you’re still alive, live life to the fullest. Follow your dreams. You’ve got what it takes. Believe in yourself. I may be the cause of nightmares, but always remember, killers have dreams, too.

… A few years later

“Sure… sure. It’ll be here next week on Monday, Frank. It’s all taken care of. Even threw in some nice floor mats for ya.”

“That’s what I like to hear!” The man chuckled, thrilled to be receiving his new white Chevrolet Cavalier.

“You bet. See ya then.” Angelo hung up the phone and absently played with his wedding band as he looked down at some papers on his desk. A few moments later, he made another call to the reception desk of his car dealership: ‘Lap of Luxury Motorcar Company.’

“Mandy, I’m going to get ready to head out.” He smoothed out his blood red tie and traveled his gaze over the plush blue carpet in his office, then the few white Greek and Italian statue replicas. Some said his décor was gaudy, but he didn’t give a shit. He liked it.

“Okay, Mr. Ferrari. Do you want me to sign off on the purchase orders on your behalf? There are two carburetors coming in, too, but Harvey still needs your approval.”

“Yeah, if I missed any, sign off on them.” He lit a cigarette. “I’ve already seen the paperwork, but then that meeting got started and I needed to weigh in. You be good, call me if ya need to. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay, Mr. Ferrari, enjoy the rest of your day.”

“You too. Oh, one more thing. If a Mrs. Monroe comes in later today, her paperwork is in my office, top left drawer. She got approved for a payment plan. Owen got her squared away but wanted me to take a look first since she had a bankruptcy a few years back.”

“Sure thing.”

He disconnected the call, got to his feet, and put his blazer on. Grabbing his suitcase, he peeked at the framed photo of his beautiful wife, on their wedding day, then stepped out of the building. It was a bit windy outside, but still fairly warm. He made his way to his black Jaguar XJ6, which reminded him of wet licorice, the way it shined so. Tossing his briefcase in the passenger’s seat, he put on his dark sunglasses and turned on the radio. On the new hits station, Hall and Oates’ ‘Out of Touch’ was on the air. He drove on, passing a few restaurants and gas stations, then jumped on I-878.

He made it over to Seneca Avenue and pulled up to a small shop in a strip mall area. After finding a good parking spot, he fed the meter and beat a path into the ‘Velvet Moon and Little Star’ shop. The door chimed when he went in to find his gorgeous wife, wearing a dark red sweater, a clear star shaped pendant, and her thick hair parted on one side, tucked behind one ear. She was on the phone behind the long oakwood counter, and a few patrons were browsing the wares inside. She smiled at him and waved.

Smokey Robison’s ‘Cruisin’ greeted him in the sweet-smelling store. That was their song. Every time he heard it, he thought of her.

“Yes, we are having a sale next week, you read that correctly…” She went on to explain to whoever she was talking on the phone with. He spotted his two-year-old son crawling around on the floor in his white overalls, playing with way too many toys than he needed, most of them cars and trucks, his latest obsession. He snuck up on the busy child, so adorable with a head full of messy black curls and bright eyes.

“Gotcha!”

He grabbed the little boy who looked momentarily startled, then started giggling his head off.

“Daddy!” the boy cooed. “Look, Mommy! Daddy!”

“I know, baby. Daddy paid us a visit!” Andrea said as she hung up the phone.

He kissed little Angelo’s forehead, holding him close for a little while, then placed him back down on the fluffy children’s floor mat with the alphabet written all over it in bright colors. Andrea hugged him and he gave her a lingering kiss, enjoying the moment.

“I love when you surprise me like this, Angelo.” He held her around the waist. “You’re a workaholic. But I’m so proud of you.”

“Business been good today?”

“So-so.” She shrugged. “Tuesdays are always slow, but it’s been peaceful. I want you to smell this new essential oil scent I created today. It smells sooo good, Angelo.”

“I can’t wait.” He leaned close and whispered in her ear. “It’s been a few days… I’m backed up. Ya got me starvin’ here. Tonight, after dinner, when the boy is asleep, I figure I can munch your carpet, get some head, then shoot my wad inside ya, and—”

“Angelo!” She slapped his arm and reared back, as if she were truly appalled. He laughed when he caught her smile. “You are so nasty!”

A customer approached the register with a basket full of things. He slid his hands in his pockets and waited as she went to ring up the sale, then sat down on the floor with his little boy.

“Vrooom!” He picked up one of the toy trucks and made it barrel down the mat. His precious kid started to clap, then snatched the vehicle back, feeling rather possessive.

“That’s a nice car, too. Hey, which one is your favorite?”

The boy looked about, as if serious consideration was required – just as his mother often did. The toddler pointed to a bright red Camaro.

“That one.”

“Good choice, son.”

Angelo Jr.’s personality reminded him of Andrea; they acted so much alike, and he loved it. One thing the little one did have of his, besides being a splitting image of him physically at the same age, only with a deeper tan and light brownish-gray eyes versus his blue ones, was his fearlessness. It got his child in trouble quite a bit, but the little boy was never afraid to try new things, take a risk in order to learn how the world works. As he played with his son on the floor, having a damn good time moving the toys around, making silly noises and tickling him to the point that his face turned red, his thoughts drifted.

Life had been at times perplexing, but oh so good. Andrea had left her job after they discovered she was pregnant with their first child. She was now doing her readings away from their home, some place safe, and she had a steady group of customers who enjoyed perusing her small store for homemade soaps, balms, incense, candles, niche books, and jewelry. She brought their son with her to work, and he even had his own playroom in the back, but typically enjoyed being out front with her and the patrons, unless it was nap time. She was an excellent mother – loving, doting, caring, with a good amount of discipline paired with kindness. They planned to have more children soon, and he couldn’t wait to grow their family. In fact, she’d announced that her cycle was late, and she had a doctor’s appointment to find out if she was having his second child. They both believed she was pregnant, and he’d been on cloud nine ever since she told him of her suspicions.

Another customer came into the store, and he greeted the lady and her child on behalf of Andrea who was now ringing up another customer.

Then, the phone rang.

“Hold on, buddy. Daddy’s gonna jump in and help your mommy for a second.” He patted his child’s head, got to his feet, and grabbed the cordless phone. “Velvet Moon, what can I do ya for?”

“Angelo…” she chastised under her breath, making him laugh. She hated how he answered the phone.

“Oh, hold on a sec.” It was for him anyway. He headed to the back area furnished with a television on a stand, a VCR, and an answering machine, along with a cot for their son, colorful children’s books, more toys, and some of his favorite snacks and foods on a little table. “Hey, Fred. How’s it going? So, what’s the problem?”

Fred worked as a restaurant manager in Manhattan, and was doing well for himself. His marriage to Katie had fallen apart, but he and his ex-wife shared custody of the kids, and he seemed to be getting back on his feet. He also had plans to attend cooking school. Fred was trying to get his life together; that was all he could ask of him.

“Oh, there’s no problem, Casper, but uh, just wanted ya to know that someone got a hold of Tony’s killer and turned him inside out. I just heard about it. The guy’s name was Ira, I believe, and I tell ya, the police said they’d never seen nothin’ like it.”

Angelo put his hand on his waist and grinned.

“Ya don’t say?” Tony had been murdered the prior year. He was getting big up the food chain, had come into a lot of money, and had a top-notch group of fellas who did hits like nobody’s business. Competition was steep, and someone didn’t like how he was ruling the roost. When Angelo got the news that his pal was killed, that special rage he’d hoped was dead inside of him had resurfaced…

“So, yeah, just wanted ya to know that they got him. I uh… couldn’t help but think, ya know, that the way it happened kinda reminded me of you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, nobody saw nothin’. It happened so fast. One minute the guy was breathing, the next he was dead, face down, in his own blood. I mean, it was in broad daylight. Nobody was faster than you. Nobody got in and out like you. Since ya hung up ya hat, no one still has come close. So, I just gotta know, did ya… did ya do it, Casper?”

Angelo smiled, studying his son’s toy puppy he’d named Rolo, and shook his head.

“Nah, I don’t know anything about it. I can say this though, Fred: May Tony rest in peace. Now, he can relax, knowin’ that someone took care of whoever couldn’t control their fuckin’ weak ass emotions, and let jealousy lead ’em to make a bad choice. Only one thing to remember, man. Killers have dreams, too.” And then, he ended the call. He stood there for a spell, thinking about the conversation. He knew Fred would understand. When he said the word, ‘dream’ it had become synonymous with ‘code of the streets.’ Some shit you just kept to yourself. No matter what. Angelo smoothed out his tie, lit a cigarette, and looked out the back window where deliveries were made. He leaned against the glass, watching traffic.

It’s crazy… what a difference a few years make.

Nonna’s been doing really well. I should stop by today, bring her some food. She’s got a new friend, a lady named Agnes she plays cards with. She loves being a great grandmother to my son now, too. She wants me and Andrea to hurry up and have more children because she says she doesn’t have much time left.

The thought of his grandmother being gone broke his heart, but he knew one day it would happen, and he’d have to prepare for the inevitable. His mother had gotten remarried and moved out of state. She’d tried to speak to him several times after the wedding. She’d even showed up at the reception. Andrea had made him promise to not start a scene, so he’d let it go, but he couldn’t allow her into his life. She was toxic. A snake. A piranha trying to hold on to someone who no longer existed.

She’d never shown any remorse, never took responsibility, and though Andrea refused to confirm it, he knew that his mother had in fact called her lover that fateful day, which had resulted in his father’s death. The last time he’d seen his mother, he’d said, “I don’t forgive you for how you treated me and my brothers and sisters. I don’t forgive you for what you did to my father, either. I’m going to try, but today is not that day…”

Not too long ago, he looked into his wife’s eyes, and told her, ‘I know you know the truth. I know you know my mother did what she’s been denying all of these years. She’s been lying. All three of us know it.’ Andrea had hung her head, and that was all the answer he needed. He’d been right about his mother, and he’d been right about the death of his precious daughter, Nicole. These were things that couldn’t be proven, but his soul knew the truth, and that was all that mattered. He’d been right about everything, except for himself…

Andrea had been right all along, too. He was more than his past, though his father had also said to him, and it rang true, that ‘once a hitman, always a hitman.’ Tony’s death being avenged was proof of that. It was in his blood, and there was no way to escape it. He didn’t do contracts anymore, he’d left that life behind, but that street code? It was alive and well. He opened up the back door of the shop, dropped his cigarette on the ground and crushed it, then came back inside. Phone in hand, he went back in the store to see about five more patrons inside, his son deeply engrossed in a Winnie the Pooh book he was holding upside down, and Andrea showing a customer a book of Christian prayers. ‘Just When I Needed You Most,’ an old favorite by Randy Van Warmer, was playing on the radio. He picked up his son, kissed him, and spun him around. When Andrea was finished with her customer, he walked up to her and kissed her cheek. She, in turn, kissed his lips, then their baby’s forehead.

“After you get off work, I’m takin’ you two out to eat, all right? No cooking tonight.”

“That sounds awesome.” She showed those gorgeous dimples, and all of her pretty teeth.

“I’ll take ya wherever you wanna go. I’m gonna leave in a little bit, go back to the house and make some calls for work. Gotta go up to the range tomorrow, my weekly check in, but first, I have to take care of some business.” She nodded in understanding. “Do you want me to take Angelo with me?” he offered.

“Absolutely not. Last time, you thought it was a good idea to let him play in the baby powder. I got home and it was all over the living room floor, and he was covered in it from head to toe! He looked like a damn ghost! All I could see were his eyes blinking, and you standin’ there looking silly!” She grimaced. He burst out laughing. What a mess…

“All right, all right. Geesh.” He handed her their son, kissed his cheek, then hers again. “I’ll see ya in a little bit, baby. I love you.”

“We love you, too. Wave bye to Daddy!” Andrea grabbed the boy’s arm and wiggled it. Angelo blew them each a kiss and headed out the door, back towards his car. He paused when he caught a whiff of something that smelled just like the cigars his father used to smoke, and the cologne his father used to wear: Dior Eau Sauvage. He wondered, for just a split second, if in some way, somehow, his father was there right at that moment?

Pop’s rules kept me alive and out of prison. Pop’s rules, though sometimes not practical for my situation, had wisdom that made me a better man. He told me I was the best and worst parts of him. I understand what that means now. I had to break some of those rules along the way, and some I’ve tweaked, so when I teach them to my own son, he’ll know that sometimes we’re not cursed, we just curse ourselves… Make things harder, then make excuses.

Sometimes, there are no enchantments being done to us. We’re spell-binding our own lives. Putting ourselves in a spiderweb and inviting the spider to come and feast on our fears and insecurities. The world is my son’s oyster. He can be any damn thing he wants. A lawyer, a doctor, bank owner, hell, a football star, too – the sky is the limit. He’s a Ferrari, the first son of Angelo Casper Ferrari. There’s no stopping him. One rule he needs to know and never forget is that even when he messes up, even when he does something he shouldn’t, it doesn’t mean all is lost. Even the unlovable can be wanted. And we can be cherished. Sometimes, there really is love for the wicked. He can just ask his mother, the Black Magic Woman who turned my life around. I owe everything to that lady. My beautiful little witch. Andrea loves me. She taught me how to trust again. I’m the luckiest fucking man in the world. Ya know why?

Because she loves me down into the depths of my dark shadows, and my bright soul. She loves me, all of me, my twisted roots and torn petals, too.

She loves and accepts me,

Traveling the warped path of my wicked ways.

My little shining star loves me, Casper the Boogeyman, and Angelo the Angel, completely, as I wrap us both beneath the folds of my black velvet cape…
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~La fine~
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I vecchi peccati hanno le ombre lunghe.
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NO LOVE FOR THE WICKED MUSIC DIRECTORY
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The majority of my books have a list of songs mentioned throughout the novel, for various scenes. I always encourage my readers to re-read their favorite passages, with the songs mentioned so that they can add another layer to their reading experience. This book relies heavily on the musical selections because it helps set the mood and brings the reader into a different time in history. This novel is considered a historical romance due it to taking place in the late 1970s, and ending, in the early 1980s. The scenery, clothing, vernacular, and music all help transport the reader to a different decade – and the music becomes part of that time capsule. If there is a song that you particularly like, please support any of the artists/bands mentioned by purchasing legal copies of their music. We’re all in this together. Enjoy.

1.   Fleetwood Mac – Tusk

2.   Pink Floyd – Shine on You Crazy Diamond

3.   Andy Gibb – Shadow Dancing

4.   Ramsey Lewis and Earth, Wind and Fire – Sun Goddess

5.   Cheryl Lynn – Got to be Real

6.   A Taste of Honey – Boogie Oogie

7.   Yusef Lateef – Like It Is

8.   Grover Washington Jr. – Mister Magic

9.   George Benson – Breezin’

10.  England Dan & John Ford Coley – Love is the Answer

11.  Michael Jackson – Can’t Help It

12.  Ace – How Long Has This Been Going On

13.  Fleetwood Mac – Dreams

14.  The Jackson – Show You the Way to Go

15.  Todd Rundgren – Hello It’s Me

16.  Player – Baby Come Back

17.  Bee Gees – Love You Inside Out

18.  Steely Dan – Let’s Do it Again

19.  Carly Simon – You Belong to Me

20.  Alicia Bridges – I Love The Nightlife

21.  Diana Ross – Love Hangover

22.  The Emotions – Best of My Love

23.  Starbuck – Moonlight Feels Right

25.  Anita Ward – Ring my Bell

26.  Bee Gees – How Deep is Your Love

27.  Bee Gees – Night Fever

28.  George McCrae – Rock Your Baby

29.  Isaac Hayes – The Look of Love

30.  GQ – I Do Love You

31.  Toto – Georgy Porgy

32.  Chuck Mangione – Feels So Good

33.  Bee Gees – More Than a Woman

34.  Ambrosia – How Much I Feel

35.  The Doors – Riding the Storm

36.  Al Stewart – Year of the Cat

37.  Thelma Houston – Don’t Leave Me This Way

38.  Gino Vannelli – I Just Wanna Stop

39.  Classics IV – Stormy

40.  Steely Dan – Peg

41.  Steve Miller – Fly Like an Eagle

42.  Minnie Riperton – Inside My Love

43.  The Carpenters – Close to You

44.  Gilbert O’Sullivan – Alone Again

45.  Van Halen – Jamie’s Crying

46.  Jimi Hendrix – Hey Joe

47.  War – The World is a Ghetto

48.  Billy Joel – My Life

49.  The Knack – My Sherona

50.  Nick Glider – Hot Child in the City

51.  The Rolling Stones – Miss You

52.  Andy Gibb – Shadow Dancing

53.  Peter Frampton – Do You Feel Like We Do

54.  Fleetwood Mac – Rhiannon

55.  Stevie Wonder – Don’t You Worry ’Bout A Thing

56.  The Brothers Johnson – Strawberry Letter 23

57.  The Stylistics – People Make The World Go Round

58.  The Doobie Brothers – What a Fool Believes

59.  Earth, Wind & Fire – That’s the Way of the World

60.  The Fatback Band – Bus Stop

61.  Stevie Wonder – Superstition

62.  Cheryl Lynn – Got To Be Real

63.  Earth, Wind & Fire – Fantasy

64.  Isaac Hayes – Do Your Thing

65.  War – Slippin’ into Darkness

66.  Bill Withers – Lovely Day

67.  Andy Gibb – An Everlasting Love

68.  Boz Scaggs – Lowdown

69.  The Tramps – Disco Inferno

70.  Chic – Good Times

71.  KC and the Sunshine Band – I’m Your Boogie Man

72.  Prince – I Wanna Be Your lover

73.  Prince – Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?

74.  Prince – Sexy Dancer

75.  Michael Jackson – Girlfriend

76.  Michael Jackson – I Can’t Help It

77.  Taste of Honey – Boogie Oogie Oogie

78.  Kenny Rogers – She Believes In Me

79.  Bill Withers – Grandma’s Hands

80.  Smokey Robinson – Cruisin’

81.  John Lennon – Love

82.  Hall and Oates – Out of Touch

83.  Randy Van Warmer – Just When I Needed You Most
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USA Today bestselling author Tiana Laveen writes resilient yet loving heroines of color and the alpha heroes that fall for them in unlikely happy-ever-afters. An author of over 50 novels to date, Tiana creates characters from all walks of life that leap straight from the pages into your heart.

Married with two children, she enjoys a fulfilling life that includes writing books, drawing, and spending quality time with loved ones.

If you wish to communicate with Tiana Laveen and stay up-to-date with her releases, please follow her on social media platforms as well as visit her website.

Tiana Laveen website: www.tianalaveen.com
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