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1.

Luther LaMotta was an extremely complex man. On the surface he was a borderline simpleton who had difficulty completing the most rudimentary tasks. He also saw the world through a most literal lens. If a person were to tell Luther to beat it, he would punch the closest thing to him. If he was told to get lost, he would spend the entire day trying to find someplace he didn’t know and would have a hard time finding his way back from. At one time Luther had trusted people openly and honestly without question. Unfortunately, the world Luther lived in was filled with nothing but people living by lies, deceit, and lawlessness. The Luther of old may have referred to these people as scoundrels, but the new Luther simply called them friends. 

On the outside Luther was a third-level button man of sorts, for the mob, and parttime cleaner’s assistant. His childhood friend Tony “the tongue” Ferrari had risen through the ranks of the Manchini crime family, achieving the rank of second-level button man. Tony felt responsible for Luther and had received permission from his boss, first-level button man Big Benny Amato, to take on Luther as a sort of an assistant to. Tony didn’t want Luther to feel as though he was extra baggage, so he bestowed the made-up title of third-level button man on him. Luther loved the perceived honor of an actual title, and he also loved Tony. Third-level button man Luther was the Luther the realm of the real world knew. Luther referred to outside Luther as Bad Luther.

Bad Luther could feel the coolness of the tile on his knees as he knelt on the floor, but his mind was a thousand miles from where his physical self currently was. His head was tilted back, and a look of complete resigned placidity softened his face. A slight smile served as a juxtaposition to the lines of anxiety on his forehead and the soft rivulets of emotional tears flowing down his cheeks.

Through Luther’s ever-present Aftershokz headphones, a crystal-clear haunting guitar was picking across a kind of easy Spanish riff. Each note complemented the last and left him craving the next. Then came the thing that broke him down completely every time he heard it. The deep throaty voice of Susan Said began like a spectral gift asking Luther personally, “If there’s a strong wind blowing will you hear me call your name?” “Oh my God Susan,” Good Luther said inside his mind, “I am shaken to the very core of my emotions when you sing so beautifully. I lay prostrate at your feet pleading for more.” 

A few more notes rang through his mind, then Susan was back, “And when the skies turn black and grey, will you be able to find me?” “Yes. Oh, my sweet Jesus, yes, I will Susan,” Good Luther moaned in the deep recesses of his inner self. “I’ll not only find you my beautiful angel, but I am also you. We are one in the universe, and we will float on the angelic sound of your voice for ever and ever.” Susan answered Good Luther, “You cannot leave behind the problems that you made, Luther.” Luther was confused and descending out of his cloud-like bliss like a man falling from a plane. “And I am sitting waiting for this time to fade away, Luther.” Susan continued.

“What in the world?” Good Luther thought. Good Luther abhorred foul language. He was being sucked backward out of his cocoon of romance, beauty, and unbridled emotion. “In my mind I see you trying to climb mountains you fuck wit.” Hey, hey, hey, miss Said. What’s with the language?” Good Luther chastised.

“Hey,” a loud and crude voice demanded, jerking Luther all the way down out of heaven and back into the skin of Bad Luther. “Hey, fuck wit!” The ugly earthbound voice demanded again. “Get to work goddamn it. We don’t have all fucking day.” As Luther opened his eyes the voice said “Jesus Christ! Are you crying?”

Luther realized he was holding someone’s hand. Someone that was extremely cold, but very light. As he looked down, the reality of where he was slammed into him and jarred him back to what he was supposed to be doing. The hand he was holding was dead fish white, flaccid and, judging by the bloody termination mid forearm, seemed not to be attached to anything else. In his other hand he held a Hublot Big Bang watch. The 1,282 diamonds and three 3-carat emerald cut diamonds set in the face set the price tag for this particular watch in the vicinity of $50,000.  

“No,” Bad Luther answered glumly. “That acid is tearing up my sinuses.” Next to him was a giant bathtub filled with smoking sick colored liquid. A femur was busy disintegrating just below the surface.

The man currently shitting on his Chi was Mick Murphy, dressed in a large rubber apron, steampunk goggles, a painter’s respirator, and rubber gloves. His receding hair was thin, white, and stringy, giving off a strong Lemony Snicket vibe. The breather on his face made his voice sound like Darth Vader after a castration. 

“Then get your breather on,” Murphy chided. Then he murmured, “Shithead,” for effect.

It wasn’t that Murphy didn’t like Luther specifically; Murphy hated everyone on the planet equally. Murphy grew up on the south side of Chicago and as a teenager found a job killing cattle with a penetrating captive bolt at the stockyards. He had no further prospects than that in his life and had been certain he was going to die an old man with that fucking gun in his hand.

The older cattle killers on the floor were merciless in their harassment of Murphy. They pushed him around, called him names, beat him up and made his life miserable. Eventually the harassment became unbearable, and Murphy was at his breaking point. One of the more aggressive abusers stood behind him dishing out massive doses of ridicule as he jabbed Murphy in the back with a meaty index finger. Murphy spun around and shot his antagonist right in the forehead with the bolt gun.

He was pretty sure his career as a stock killer was officially over, and next stop would be prison for life. He ran as fast and as far as he could, ending up in New York City, a place he hoped would be the perfect mass of humanity amongst which to get lost and start over. It also turned out to be a perfect place for him to get beaten, raped, robbed, and nearly killed. Through a series of unfortunate events, he found himself at the mercy of Paul “Cutter” Manchini, godfather of the Manchini crime syndicate. The Manchinis saw the value in a person who was at the bottom of the barrel, had a background in death, blood, and guts, and also owed the family a ton of money. Murphy became the family’s number one cleaner.

“You don’t plan on taking that with you. Right?” Murphy said indicating the Hublot. “Not even you can be that stupid. Cutter would rip your dick out by the roots and force feed it to you.”

“Shut the fuck up Murphy,” Luther said flatly. “That acid horseshit of yours won’t burn this. You know that. I’ll put it on his dresser before we leave.”

Murphy’s eye’s burned through Luther. It was rule number one when you were cleaning for the Manchini family: do not, under any circumstances, take any personal items from the scene. The reason for this rule was sound enough. If someone were to take expensive personal effects from a hit and pawn then there might be something about that individual piece that was identifying and would lead police back to the Manchinis. The thing that would top the list of shit not to take would be a $50,000 Hublot watch. There weren’t a lot of those floating around, and even if there were, they certainly would not be pawned.

“You better, asshole,” Murphy said as he turned back to the pile of hookers and Wall Street traders lying on a plastic sheet in the dining room. “Because if I ever find out you took something you’ll be the next lump of shit in that tub.” Murphy picked up a saw from the table and bent over a legless torso. Luther dropped the watch in his pocket, and it made a muffled ping sound as it hit the two diamond rings that were already in there.

Luther couldn’t stand the thought of all of this wealth going in an evidence box or to some family member of the deceased. He wasn’t stupid, he knew if he tried to pawn it, he would be caught almost instantly. With most of the jewelry he pilfered, he removed the jewels from them and melted down the gold. Most of it anyway. On a very few occasions he gave some of the smaller, less noticeable stuff to his girlfriend, Candy Barr, a stripper at the Golddiggers strip club. If he couldn’t trust her, then who could he trust?  

2.

Luther, back when there was only one Luther, and Tony Ferrari, before he was Tony the Tongue, became fast friends from the very first day they met at Sacred Heart elementary. Tony and Luther had almost nothing in common. Tony came from a broken home, but not a broken home in the classic sense. In Tony’s home his parents were still together, and his father was home every single day. Tony’s type of broken home meant everything in his home was broken from constant fist fights.

His father was home every day because he didn’t work, and at night all of the gin in the Bronx wasn’t going to drink itself. His father was on a mission. His parents were very close, but close in the manner that they had world class MMA cage matches every day. You can’t get closer to a person than that. They also lived by very strict rules. There could be no ceramic dishes or glass glasses in the house. They seemed to shatter too easily when they hit the wall, floor, or people. Knives were kept in a cabinet with a combination lock on it. It took too long to get the lock off and stab your partner in a fit of rage. It also gave the other combatant a head start.

At night Tony’s mother would go off to work in a run-down building that made boxes, and his father would go to his job of ridding the world of gin and chasing women that didn’t run too fast but charged a lot. It was the only peace Tony had in his life and he cherished every moment his family spent apart.

Tony was in trouble all the time at Sacred Heart for doing things he thought were actually quite clever. For example, spray painting over the word “Heart” on the sign in front of the school then writing “Fart” in large red letters above it. He released a full jar of odorous ants under Sister Mary Catherine’s desk. When the sister accidently smashed a few, the smell was horrific. When she panicked, the rest of the class also panicked, and the stampede to the exit crushed thousands more of the rancid insects. There was little or no question who the culprit was when the only one in the hallway laughing so hard that he cried was Tony. Consequently, the sister’s wooden ruler and Tony’s knuckles spent a lot of quality time together.

Luther became Tony’s best friend the day Tony got caught passing a note to the girl sitting next to him, Terry Ajello. Sister Mary Catherine was standing directly behind Tony and jerked the folded notebook paper out of his hand. Assuming the note was some type of juvenile crush, Mary Catherine ceremoniously unfolded the note and began to read out loud in the hopes she would embarrass Tony. “Terry the turd fu...” the sister stopped in horrified stasis. The note read “Terry the turd fucked a bird then blew a wizard.” The note fluttered to the floor as Sister Mary Catherine raised her ruler above her head ready to deliver the righteous vengeance of our Loar and prince of peace on Tony’s hand.

“Excuse me sister,” Luther said stopping her in mid-swing. “Tony didn’t write that note.”

“Oh really,” the sister was indignant, and suffering from severe violence interruptus, but she loved Luther. Everybody did. “Then pray tell me Mister LaMotta. Who wrote it? You?”

“Oh no sister,” Luther said laughing and blushing a little. “I would never write anything like that. Terry is my friend”. Terry smiled at him.

“Who then?” The sister was losing patience.

“I have no idea sister,” Luther said sweetly. “It was stuck under the foot of my chair. Well, I hate to admit it, but I thought it was funny, so, I passed it to Tony.”

The sister’s face began to soften from black and white clad berserker to something more benign. “Are you telling me, Mister LaMotta, that someone, in another class, wrote something horrible about Miss Ajello who is in this class then left it on the floor under your desk.”

“Oh no ma’am,” Luther said spreading on the innocent act as deep as he could get it, “I’m not saying that at all. That would be conjecture, Sister Mary Catherine, and you’ve always taught us conjecture and supposition are the devil’s hand maidens. I’m just saying the note was there when I got here, I found it, and instead of giving it to you immediately I passed it to Tony. If anyone should be punished it should be me for laughing at something so crude, then dragging Tony into my sin.” Luther closed his eyes and laid his hands on top of his desk waiting for the pain he knew would never be administered.

“Don’t let it happen again Mister LaMotta,” Sister Mary Catherine chastised. She slid her ruler back up her sleeve and floated down the aisle like a ghost in a Stephen King book. 

“Thank you,” Tony mouthed.

The friendship forged from that single incident would last for as long as the two of them were alive. Tony understood the value of a friend that would take a hit for him when there was nothing to be gained. Tony watched Luther’s back and Luther in turn kept Tony out of trouble for the most part. Tony also showed Luther the wilder side of life, albeit not the criminal part. Luther helped Tony with his schoolwork and got him to see the value within himself. Tony got Luther his first beer when they were fourteen. Luther took Tony’s final exams for him. Tony got Luther laid when he was fifteen. Luther helped Tony get a job at the local grocery store.

When the boys were juniors in high school, Tony came to Luther asking for a favor that would change Luther’s life forever. They were sitting on the steps in front of Luther’s house.

“Brother,” Tony said, leaving his voice uncharacteristically low, “I’m in a tight place and I really need your help. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t a matter of life or death.”

“That seems a bit overly dramatic,” Luther smiled. “We’re just juniors in high school. How can anything be a manner of life or death to us?”

“This is, Luther,” Tony whispered as his eyes darted up and down the street like he was waiting for something horrible to happen. “For all I know there’s someone watching me right now. Man, I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t in such a tight place.”

“What did you do?” Luther asked in an accusatory fashion.

“Man,” Tony began. It looked like he was going to burst into tears. “Oh man. I think I’ve really done it this time. You have to help me.”

“Jesus Christ,” Luther said as he grabbed Tony by the shoulders. “I’ll help you already. What is it?”

“Me and some other dudes knocked over a dealer,” Tony was shaking now. “Goddamn it! How the hell were we supposed to know who he was?”

Luther looked horrified and moved back a step.

“Focus Tony,” Luther demanded. “What exactly are you talking about?” 

“We were just hanging out by the liquor store smoking a little weed,” Tony began.

“I TOLD you to stop smoking weed and get rid of those jerks you were hanging around with,” Luther scolded. Then he realized this was not the time or place for correction. “Go on.”

“There was this guy on the corner selling,” Tony continued. “Man, he didn’t have a look out, or a money man, or nothing. How could we pass up a chance like that? We rolled this guy and took his pack.” 

Luther sat down hard on the steps.

“When we got it back to the apartment this guy had a literal shit ton of coke in there. Dude, I’ve never seen that much coke in one place in my life!”

“What’d you do with it?” Luther sounded like he was in a daze.

“We sold it to a guy we know,” Tony was looking at Luther with pleading eyes. “He paid shit for it, but we just wanted to get drunk and buy weed. We didn’t fucking know man! I swear to God we didn’t know.” 

“Didn’t know what Tony?” Luther was afraid to hear the answer he was sure was coming.

“Who it belonged to.” 

“Jesus,” Luther ran his hands through his hair. “Whose was it?”

“Barbie Blue’s.” Tony was wide eyed in terror when the name came out of his mouth. “We already pissed the money away man, and they know we were the ones that took the coke.”

“Where are the other two guys?” Luther asked. “Why do you need me for this?”

Tony looked at Luther for a moment not wanting to say what had to be said. “They’re both dead.” Tony was apoplectic now. “I have to get the money back man. I can’t get the drugs, so it has to be the money.”

Luther paced back and forth for a few steps then stopped. “What do you need me to do, hide you?”

“No man,” Tony was weeping now. “They’d find me eventually and I’m a dead man.”

“So, what’s the plan then?” Luther was growing impatient.

“I need you to help me boost some cars,” Tony pleaded. “Just two, three at the max. I have a guy that will chop them for me. I can get the money back and a little more, take it to Barbie Blue and beg for forgiveness.”

“That plan is worthless,” Luther reasoned.

“Then give me a better one asshole,” Tony hissed. “Because it’s all I have. They will probably beat the shit out of me and maybe cut something off anyway, but I’ll be alive.”

Luther bent over at the waist with his hands on his hips. He had to get Tony out of this, but it could all blow up and destroy his life. “All right,” Luther finally said. “But no more than three and you owe me huge.”

Tony was surprisingly good at boosting cars, especially for someone as young as he was. He knew Barbie Blue would have people out looking for him everywhere, and if he got caught, he was a dead man. He may not have taken a lot of coke by mob standards, but volume wasn’t the issue. The fact that anyone had ripped off a dealer working on Barbie Blue’s crew had to be dealt with swiftly. The longer Tony was allowed to breathe, the weaker it made Barbie Blue look to the other crime families. 

Making Leonardo “Barbie Blue” Barbieri look bad wasn’t that difficult. He did an outstanding job of that himself just by getting dressed in the morning. The first part of his nickname, which he loathed, was a lifelong anchor, as Barbieri was naturally going to be shortened to Barbie. However, the second part didn’t come into being until Barbieri became a king pin. As a mob boss Barbieri could let his freak flag fly as much as he wanted to. If anyone ever gave him just a little bit of shit about what he looked like, he would have them beaten to death. 

Barbieri had always been a fan of Elvi Presly and always wore blue suede shoes with giant gold TCB buckles on them, hence Barbie Blue. But after he got the top seat with his mob operation Elvis was most definitely in the building. Barbieri wore blazing white suits with pants that flared out to an impossible bell bottom, a patent leather rhinestone-encrusted belt, a gold TCB necklace, and a blue silk scarf that ran underneath the lapels of his suit jacket. If he had stopped with that, he would have just looked like a very short clown with a shitty attitude. Almost as a dare to make people say something nasty to him, he constantly wore giant gold sunglasses, had his hair dyed jet black and swept up in a pompadour that should have had its own zip code, and carried a black cane with a giant gold tiger head on top.

Tony and Luther had taken two very expensive cars to the chop shop on the first night of the theft-for-freedom operation. Luther’s job was simple: just be the lookout, giving Tony plenty of time to get the car running. Luther never warmed up to the real-life grand theft auto game they were playing and couldn’t wait for the third car to be stolen so he could put this nightmare behind him. 

The last car was nearly too good to be true. Parked about two car lengths off the street next to a flashy nightclub sat six-million dollars’ worth of black Bugatti Divo. The lights off the street and night club didn’t reflect off the slick roadster; instead they flowed in technicolor stasis around and through the car. Only forty Divos had ever been built, and this one was going to make Tony extremely flush.

“Holy shit dude,” Tony whispered to Luther as they stood in the shadows of the alley across the street.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Luther whispered back. “How the heck would you even get started on something like that?”

“Oh,” Tony said, still ogling the Bugatti. “I had an old-timer teach me everything there was to know about boosting cars. He told me that every car on the planet can be stolen. Some just take a little more time is all.” 

“So, you know what you’re doing then?” Luther asked hesitantly.

“I sure do partner,” Tony sounded overly confident. Then turning to Luther, “Same as before dude. You watch the street, I boost the car, we drive away rich men.”

The two walked across the street, heads down, hoodies up, telegraphing to anyone paying attention that these two needed watching. As soon as they got to the car Luther walked a few feet behind it, taking a position that would afford him the widest view of the main street. Tony immediately dropped to the pavement and stuck his head under the car. He lay there for several minutes while Luther stood uneasily with his hands jammed into the pockets of his jacket.

“Come on Tony,” Luther hissed, “this is taking way too long.”

“Calm down Nancy,” Tony said as he stood back up by the driver’s door. He did something on or near where the door handle should have been, then opened the door. He looked back at Luther smiling. “Presto,” he said as he got in the driver’s seat. After a few more minutes in the car, Tony got back out and reached under the car again.

“Come on,” Luther muttered to himself.

Tony got back in the driver’s seat and started the engine. “Let’s go!” He shouted to Luther.

Luther took one step forward and then the street erupted into the brightest blinding white light he had ever seen. Things seemed to slow down to a near standstill. Luther felt like he was still standing upright, but he could see the pavement rising up to crush his face. In a foggy effort to protect himself from the inevitable broken nose, he forced a slight twist with the body muscles that were still functioning and slammed hard into the street on his shoulder. He blinked once and saw a very large man in a black suit holding a bloody baseball bat. Then he heard the Divo rocket away from the building. The last thing he saw was the leather bottom of a dress shoe smashing into his face, and then things went black.

Luther woke to a world that held nothing familiar for him to latch onto. He was handcuffed to a bed, and a constant whistle was screaming through his head like a shard of ice. He could remember quite a lot of things from his past, for example, his name and his address. That was a good place to start. Get to the easy things first. He could remember his friend Tony and the trouble he got himself into with the mob, as well as what his role was in helping Tony get out of the hole he had dug. He remembered that beautiful liquid color speed demon on wheels. He remembered Tony rolling underneath it. All Luther remembered after that was the world going blinding white like a nuclear weapon exploded in his face. He also understood he was chained to a bed in a hospital.

When the detectives questioned him, he gave them careful lies, careful answers, and honest confusion. He said he didn’t remember being in that alley, a lie. He told them he didn’t remember who the guy was that drove the car away, a lie. He told them he didn’t remember anything after getting hit, the truth. He told them he had no idea where the car was going, the truth. And he told them he found it almost impossible to understand what people were saying to him, absolute truth.

Luther had no problem understanding the words people were saying, but he couldn’t get a grip on nuance. Shortly after he regained consciousness, he asked a nurse if he was in some sort of trouble. “Not at all honey,” she had answered sweetly. “We handcuff all of our patients to their beds.” He was very relieved when she said that. When the detectives came to question him, he asked why they were there and if he was under arrest or something. “Why do you think you’re handcuffed to the bed?” the detective asked in a practiced cop monotone. “Well,” Luther slurred groggily, “My nurse told me they handcuff all their patients to their beds.” The detectives shared an incredulous look and said they would come back the next day when he felt a little better.

As Luther’s trial progressed, the fog persisted. Luther had a hard enough time understanding side conversations behind him and the lawyers’ and judge’s general conversation. The technical discussions might as well have been in Mongolian. After Luther was sentenced and was being led out of the courtroom, he asked the officer if he was going to jail. “Not at all my friend,” the officer replied cheerily. “We’re just going to put you in this taxi so we can be sure you get to your new home safely.” Luther thanked him.

Luther learned quite a lot during his time in prison. He learned the meaning of sarcasm and that truth was subjective. He learned to trust no one. He learned that there is no end to the sexual depravity or violence humans were capable of exacting on fellow inmates. Luther learned how to fight and how to survive. Then he realized the good side of him had been responsible for being repeatedly raped, being beaten, being robbed, and being humiliated. Good Luther would never be allowed out in public again. Only Bad Luther existed when there were people present, and Bad Luther was confused, angry, and suspicious.

The only person that either of the Luthers could count on was Tony. Good Luther tried to object to that, pointing out that not only was Tony not sharing Luther’s pain in prison, but for the entire time Luther was in prison, Tony had never once visited.

Luther’s parents had disowned him the second they found out he had been arrested—not convicted, just arrested. That left Luther with nothing and nobody. No matter how much Good Luther argued, Bad Luther would never turn his back on Tony. 

On the day Luther was released, it was Tony who was waiting for him at the gate, and it was Tony that gave him a place to stay. Tony had made a name for himself with the Manchini crime family and currently held the position he liked to call “second-level button man.” In fact, he answered to Big Benny Amato, the family’s actual button man. Tony was the muscle Big Benny used when he didn’t want to get his hands dirty. Tony also served as a helper for the family’s torture expert Dante “pretty boy” Pesci. Pretty Boy was not a boy, and he definitely was not pretty.

Pretty Boy had been captured by a rival gang as a teenager and tortured for information about the Manchinis’ coke supplier. Over the course of several days, the gang tied Pretty Boy to a chair, cut off his balls, knocked out his teeth, cut off both pinkies, sliced an eye in half then scooped it out with a spoon, cut him across the face with a box cutter several times, and then left him to die in an abandoned warehouse that had at one time been a pet food storage facility. Now it was a breeding ground for the biggest rats in the state. Not once, as he endured all of that agony, alone, did he give up a morsel of information. 

During the time he languished in that chair after his abusers had left, rats chewed through the ropes on his hands, freeing him. Unfortunately, before the rats went after the rope, they ate three toes and took out a large section of his nose, along with chunks of his cheeks. He crawled into the parking lot and collapsed, resigned to the fact that this was where his last moments on earth would be realized. Cutter’s crew had been frantically searching for the boy, and it was Enzo Armani who found him as close to death as a person could be without actually walking into the light and took him to a mob doc.

Unfortunately, that doctor hadn’t been an actual doctor because shortly after he finished his residency, he gave up a bright future for a bottle and a gambling addiction. He basically taped, stapled, and sutured Pretty Boy back together. On the other side of Pretty Boy’s long recovery, he had become a speed freak, dropping both speed and molly together. In what must have been a dare to see how much more horrible he could look, Pretty Boy always wore an eyepatch with a picture of a bloodshot eyeball painted on it. He resembled the result of the Crypt Keeper and Riff Raff’s copulation.

Tony got Luther on the Manchinis’ payroll as a “do boy.” Tony told Luther he would be a third-level button man and would answer to him just like Tony answered to Big Benny. Also, like Tony with Big Benny, Luther was there when Tony didn’t feel like getting his hands dirty. Luther was also a helper for Mick Murphy, the Manchinis’ cleaner.

Luther knew how to keep his mouth shut and stand in the corner. Due to those traits he was eventually allowed to stand in the background at meetings and look menacing when the Manchinis’ needed to show strength. 

Life was good for both Luthers.

3.

Since his prison time there was only one person on the face of the earth, other than Tony, Luther had allowed himself to get close to, and that was Martini Conti. That person was a pale, diminutive man who had shriveled to a nearly unrecognizable version of his former self. For many years he had been forcibly sequestered in the basement of the Manchinis’ office building, leaving him with skin so white he was nearly translucent. Conti had been an enforcer for the Manchinis, and he was very good at it. All Conti had to do was be present at a meeting and everyone knew how to stay in line. His brutal tactics were known and feared throughout the New York crime world. 

As is usually the case with successful gangsters, Conti began to think he was untouchable within the family, and he began to get close to Paul “Cutter” Manchini’s daughter Evangeline. They both knew the gravity of this situation, not only because Evangeline was Cutter’s pride and joy but also because she was eighteen and Conti was thirty-five. Evangeline was petite at five foot four and painfully beautiful, with very long, lustrous raven black hair, dark brooding eyes, and a “come hither” look that melted most men. She was also a connoisseur of the finer things in life, such as fine cocaine, alcohol, and ecstasy.

Conti and Evangeline were celebrating the fact that Wednesday had dawned right on time in Evangeline’s room. They had begun with several lines of the powder that destroys critical thinking abilities, and, as everyone knows, the only thing that can round off a great coke high is two fifths of Elijah Craig Barrel Proof bourbon. Through alcohol-soaked cocaine eyes, Evangeline began to temp Conti in ways she knew he would never be able to resist. They both knew if they ever got caught, one of them would be torn apart and the other would be shipped off to a convent. But the coke knew better. Several tabs of ecstasy told both of them that chastity in the Manchini house was a stupid rule. The bourbon assured them they would never be caught.

Cutter was walking past his daughter’s door when he heard an odd slapping noise coming from inside. That was followed by the life-changing words uttered by his teenage daughter in a low, nearly animal tone. “Please, stick it in my ass baby.” Then “Oh Jesus Christ yes! Slam it, slam it as hard as you can!”

The door of Evangeline’s room splintered, and Cutter was rewarded with a head on view of his sweet and innocent daughter being sodomized by his old and vicious muscle man. First Cutter dragged Conti off his daughter by the hair and drug him into the hallway. Evangeline’s protest and pleading granted her a vicious backhand, knocking her unconscious. Cutter beat Conti until his hands hurt too much to continue. A crowd had gathered in the hallway, so Cutter told Enzo “Toothpick” Armani, Cutter’s right-hand man, to continue. Cutter’s son Richy “Junior” Manchini pushed through the crowd, instantly understood what had happened, pulled Toothpick off Conti, and continued the beating.

Conti was cared for and carefully brought back to full health. During that time, he had no misguided thoughts that he was given medical care because Cutter felt bad. He knew full well that he was being brought back from the brink so he could spend the rest of his life in some horrible hell he could never get out of. 

That life was realized in the dank, musty, fowl-smelling basement of the Manchini office building. The basement itself was about the size of a medium parking garage with only one feature breaking the severe right angles and the soul-breaking dull grey of the concrete walls, floor, and ceiling. That feature was a pit the size of a three-car garage. Half of it was a swimming pool and the other half a habitat for Bianca. Bianca shared the basement with Conti and was the only living thing he had contact with other than Luther. Bianca was the reason it was kept so warm and humid down there. Bianca was also Cutter’s best cleaner.

Cutter’s wife Bianca Manchini had looked like a twin to her daughter, just twenty years older. Cutter was the exception to the misogynistic, philandering, profile of his peers. He was deeply in love with Bianca and would have done anything for her. He took her with him on all of the business trips he could, and for the ones she couldn’t make, he called her every single night just before they both went to bed.

Any perceived flaw or frailty in the mob business left a person open to scrutiny. Cutter was no exception. He had been dealing with a cartel in the small town of Mapire, Colombia, on the Orinoco River that ran between Venezuela and Colombia. Cutter felt as though his contract with the cartel was not being honored and that their prices had risen too high. The Cartel in turn didn’t really care what Cutter thought and demanded they get back to business. Only this time, business would be at a reduced percentage to Cutter due to the inconvenience the Cartel had had to endure at Cutters hands.

Cutter was having none of it and told the Cartel in no uncertain terms their business was done. Shortly after that, Bianca went missing. Cutter assumed correctly the Cartel had her, and he was making the necessary arrangements to have the entire town of Mapire burnt to the ground. Unfortunately, before Cutter was able to launch the rescue mission, he received a small package by courier. The package contained a single thumb drive with a label suggesting Cutter watch the video.

Cutter, Enzo, and Junior watched in enraged horror as the video opened to Bianca tied to a chair in a filthy, dimly lit room. She had been beaten, and she was apparently drugged. Her clothes had been ripped and torn in strategic locations, telling the story of repeated fierce rapes before the video started. A well-dressed Colombian man Cutter recognized as Manuel Ortega, the leader of the cartel he had cut ties with, walked in front of Bianca and addressed the camera.

“Buenos Dias Mister Cutter.” The man sounded very pleasant, with a smooth Colombian accent. “I am very sorry things had to come to this. Lo siento mucho my friend. I will say this, though; I understand why you love beautiful Bianca so much,” Ortega said easily. Then he nodded his head toward someone off camera. A large man, shirtless and sweating, stepped between the camera and Bianca, dropped his pants to his knees and grabbed Bianca by both sides of her head. She began making gagging noises. Ortega leaned back into the shot. “She is a very willing partner mi amigo.”

“The good news, Mister Cutter, is that this is not a ransom note. No, Dios nos libre. I mean why would she even want to come back to you after being treated to tanta pasión,” Bianca continued to gag behind him. “Mister Cutter, this,” he waved behind him and his tone grew gradually coarse and angry, “is simply a reminder of what happens when a gringo pedazo de mierda like you fucks with Manuel Ortega!” The gagging stopped and the look on Ortega’s face grew into one of mock despair. “Oh, Dios mio Mister Cutter. It would seem Bianca, no matter how much training we have given her, cannot suck cock and breath at the same time.”

Ortega backed out of the frame as the man in front of Bianca pulled his pants up and stepped away, leaving a limp and lifeless Bianca in the picture. “Oh well,” Ortega said off camera, “at least the crocodile will be happy.” The man who had sodomized Bianca to death reappeared, cut Bianca’s dead body free and flung her into a pit behind her. The camera moved to the pit and pointed down, showing a huge Orinoco crocodile dragging Bianca by the head into a slimy green pool of fetid water.
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