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It Wasn’t Supposed to Happen Like This
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I never thought I would be writing about autism in my fiction.  Like the average human, I didn’t know too much about it. At the time, autism was not in the mainstream, and I only ran into it a few times in literature. But then again, I never knew I was autistic. 

I discovered my atypical neurology in my early forties. Like many of my generation that received a late diagnosis, I believed there was something wrong with me, that I was defective. I still struggle with these beliefs. I’m not defective or broken. Not at all. I am truly different than neuro-typicals because of how my brain was formed. I am part of a long line of people who have been on this planet since the dawn of time. People who suffer not from their condition but from the way neuro-typicals react to their condition.

Growing up, I related to aliens visiting or trapped on Earth and other creature hated by society. I saw myself on the screen. What if there were autistic characters on television or in movies? True depictions of the condition and not a cartoon or exaggerated Hollywood depictions like Rain Man? Would I have identified my neurology sooner and learned to heal myself? Maybe save me a lot less pain starting in my twenties? 

At the same time as my diagnosis, I was a few books away from finishing the Miki Radicci series. I am still not sure why, maybe it was because of what I wrote above about ‘write what you know’, but I made a major character autistic. Creating this character ignited an explosion in my brain. I planned a new series (Radicci Sisters) that would allow me to explore not only one autistic person but many others. It gave me the ability to express the autistic spectrum. After all, not all autistic people are alike. Each one of us is different, each taking traits from a spectrum to form a mix different from the other. I found a way not only to express how it feels for me to be autistic but also to enlighten the world that is so fearfully resistant to see and hear us. 

In retrospect, I often wonder if I had already created an autistic character in the series with Miki but used metaphor instead of being literal. Miki sees and processes the world differently than the common human. She’s highly sensitive, and prone to depression and isolation. She expresses her emotions and voice artistically. The world doesn’t understand her and the medical community wants to study her. She speaks without a social filter. She’s active in social justice. All of these traits are common in most autistics. 

Now, I continue to write out Miki’s history. That’s how I see it. The whole Tenebrous Chronicles is a history of these people on the neurological spectrum. Sometimes I use it literally and sometimes I use it metaphorically. And like all the books, I try to keep the stories relevant and grounded by using the problems of the times I live in. After all, this is a history of a unique human and her tribe and the world will always be a key part of my fountain of ideas. 

As you have read in this introduction, I tried not to add any spoilers. Maybe you’re new to the series. If you are, thank you for being here and I hope you enjoy not only the revelations within each story but that we have a long relationship. If you are a long-time reader of the series, thank you for sticking around. I would not be in this position without you.

M.E. Purfield
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Lightning From The Fire

A Short Story


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!”

Bella Conway slammed her fist against the steering wheel with each word. Her brown bangs fell into her eyes and her large glasses slid down her nose. She did not need this now. She didn’t need it at any time but most of all now.

After a few deep breaths, she closed her eyes and turned the key to the car engine again. Only a slight click. No vroom of the engine coming to life that she so desperately wanted that AM in the morning.

Bella grabbed her cell phone out of her bag and opened the contacts app. Who should she call first? The tow truck so they could jump her battery again? It would be the third time this week, not a light expense. If she paid one more time then she wouldn’t have enough for the rent which was due on Friday. But, unlike at work, there was no around she could ask to jump the battery.

She could call a few friends but she’d feel bad about waking them up at 4 AM in the morning. They might understand. Sort of. Bella had to be at the diner at 5 AM. Her job was important as their job was to them. At least, the money was vital. But they worked later shifts than her and would definitely grumble about coming out before the sun rose.

She would definitely not call Grady at the diner. Her boss. Before her battery needed replacing, he was already giving her shit about being late to work. How could she be late arriving for a morning shift? Not a soul was on the road this early in Ashland, Kentucky. Maybe a few truckers but that shouldn’t delay her. Bella couldn’t explain it to him. She failed to organize her life. Someone once suggested that she set her alarm earlier, to give herself more time. When she tried that, she turned off the alarm, prepped herself to wake up, and then went back to sleep. It was sad, she thought. Sad that a woman in her early forties could be such a mess. A single, lonely, and cash-strapped mess. But at least, she wasn’t a drunk, on drugs, or a push-over in bed like some women that came into the diner.

Holding off on the call a little longer, Bella dropped the phone on the passenger seat and glanced up. Her heart skipped a beat as she screamed in fright and surprise. She was not expecting anyone to be there. Least of all, a teenager. Thankfully, he seemed as frightened as her. He held his hands up and jolted back as if Bella was going to run him over. The poor kid. With his khaki pants and white t-shirt scorched and burned, his dark-skinned face covered in soot, and his tightly curled black hair mussed with a branch, he was in worse shape than her.

Bella rolled down the window, a perk of having a car so old that the windows did not depend on electricity, and stuck her head out.

“I’m sorry,” she called out. “Are you all right?”

The boy crossed his arms, hiding his hands, and looked around the dim parking lot of the apartment complex. No one else was around. Was he scared of Bella? Frumpy, pour muscular system Bella who couldn’t kill a spider? She should be scared. She was the woman out in the night, stranded in her car, and alone with a brown-skinned boy. Then the shame consumed her heart. She was thinking like the idiots that she served. All during the shift she had to listen to their stupid stories about how the blacks were taking over the world to enslave white people.

Bella opened the car door and stepped outside. The boy backed to the corner of the hood. She smiled, hoping to calm his frightened rabbit stance.

“Do you live here?” she asked, motioning to the six-level apartment complex on the other side of the filled lot. “Did something happen?”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “Something happened. And no, I don’t live here.”

His voice had a southern accent. Nothing thick like Georgia or Louisiana. Maybe from the Carolinas.

“Are you okay? Where did you come from?”

He shrugged.

“I came from out there,” he said, motioning to the woods behind him.

From what Bella knew, there was nothing but miles of woods. She only saw foraging deer peek out from time to time. No houses or buildings. At least, nothing modern. Could the boy be from a family that avoided society and lived in a clapboard or a Civil War house with no running water and electricity? She heard there were a few of them out there. Or was that more bullshit from her diner patrons.

“There was a fire,” he said. “I ran.”

She peered at the dark horizon over the trees. All black, with no flickering light as if there were a fire in the distance. The air was clear of smoke except for the slight scent that clung to the boy. If there was a fire, it was gone now.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re family’s house burned down?”

“No,” he said, his eyes staring at the car. “I don’t think so.”

“I can drive you to the hospital. It’s on my way to work,” she said. “That is, if my car was working.”

“What’s wrong with it?” he asked, taking a step back and gauging the hood.

“The battery is dead. I need to charge it or get a new one.”

“Battery?”

“Yeah. Do you know anything about cars?”

“I’m not sure,” he said.

Bella moved to the front and opened the hood. 

“At least, I’m pretty sure it’s the battery,” she said. “That’s what the tow truck driver who jump-started it told me.”

The boy leaned in and hovered his head over the engine.

“The battery,” he whispered, contemplating.

“Yeah,” Bella said, smiling, finding his child-like behavior toward the car cute. Maybe he thinks he can fix it and impress her. Well, it would impress her. “It’s right here.”

She pointed to it, bringing his attention to it. The boy extended his finger to it, too.

“Here?” he asks.

Before Bella could say a word, he pressed his finger to the battery. A blue spark exploded between it and his digit. They both jumped back in fright. The car jolted and the engine came to life.

“What the hell was that?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

The boy sucked on his fingertip as if static electricity bit it.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”

“I have never seen anything like that. You could have been killed. I’m so sorry.”

The boy nodded, glanced at her, and asked, “Um, can I have a ride now?”

**
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WITH ONE HAND ON THE steering wheel and the other holding her cell phone, Bella listened to the line ring and ring. What the hell? The diner shouldn’t be this busy and, if not Grady, then someone always picked up the phone even during the rushes.

“What the hell?” she asked, disconnecting the line and placing the cell in the clean ashtray under the dash.

“Excuse me?” the boy asked, pulling his attention away from the woods that surrounded the county road.

“Nothing,” she said. “Was trying to call work to let my boss know I’m going to be late.”

“Why are you going to be late?”

“Uh, I’m taking you to the hospital, right?”

“Oh. Wait. Will the hospital poke at my body and ask me a bunch of questions?”

“Probably,” Bella said. “They’ve been known to do that.”

“No,” he said, holding his hand up to stress his point and strength, what little he had. Since he entered the car, he constantly yawned. “No hospital. I do not want to go to the hospital.”

“But you’re sick, right? You might have burns. Smoke inhalation?”

“I feel fine.”

Aside from his weird behavior, he seemed fine. He never coughed or inspected wounds on his body. Maybe he escaped unharmed from where ever he was at in the woods.

He crossed his arms and stared back out the window. So why did he agree to let her take him to the hospital? Did he really not know what it was and wanted to make her happy despite his ignorance? And how could anyone not know what a hospital was?

“Okay,” Bella said. “I don’t want to make you do something you don’t want to do. In fact, it’s better for me. I can get to work sooner and my boss can see that I was helping you out. Maybe, he won’t fire me.”

“Where do you work?” he asked.

“At a the Inferno Diner. They make food there,” she said.

“Yes,” the boy said, rolling his eyes. “I know what a diner is.”

“Sorry. You didn’t know what a hospital was. I just assumed.”

“I know what a hospital is now. It’s a bad place. A place of pain and death.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “It can be. Especially in those Lifetime movies. But sometimes they can help you. Sometimes people leave there feeling better.”

He seemed unaffected by her words. Bella shrugged and focused on the road. The conversation lulled for a mile until:

“So my name is Bella. What’s yours?”

He opened his mouth to answer, then frustration crossed his face, and closed it.

“Don’t you know your name?” she asked, trying to keep her voice soft, kind.

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “I’m sorry but I don’t know much of anything.”

“Probably more of a reason to bring you to the hospital. You might have amnesia.”

“Amnesia? What’s that?”

“It’s when your brain forgets things. You got to get a bump on the head or some kind of brain damage to get it. It’s usually temporary, from what the movies say.”

“I don’t have amnesia,” he states.

“You sure? Based on your condition, you look like you came from a fire. Maybe you bumped your head. Did your house burn down? Were you in a car crash?”

“No,” he said. “I...I don’t remember...yes. I think there was a fire.”

“That’s good. Well, it’s not good. But it’s good that you remember,” she said, keeping her voice light, encouraging. “Do you remember anything else?”

“I...I think...I see a girl in my head. A pale girl with short black hair. She’s young. I think my age.”

“A girlfriend?”

“I don’t know. She makes me feel safe. I feel protected when she pops into my head.”

“You must love her. She sounds important to you.”

“Yes,” he said. “She feels important.”

“I know you’re all scared of hospitals but they can help you remember. Maybe help you find this girl.”

“Mickey!” she shouts like Bingo! “The name Mickey popped into my head.”

“Mickey. Maybe that’s your name?”

“Maybe,” he said, calming, contemplating.

Bella grabbed her phone again and dialed the diner. She should be there in five more minutes but any advance warning, she hoped, should cushion Grady’s verbal attack before she arrived.

Again, it rang a long time. Then it stopped. For a second, crying and screaming. Man or woman? The line disconnected.

“That’s freaking freaky,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong?” Mickey asked.

“Nothing. I must have dialed the wrong number.”

“Oh.”

But she didn’t. She pressed the number in her contacts, the one labeled Work.

**
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BY THE TIME BELLA ARRIVED at the diner, the sun was just over the horizon behind the long stretch of the one-level building. The flaming orb burned into her eyes, causing her to flip the visor down as she parked in front of it. Behind the diner, acres of land were filled with tall grass, bushes, and a few trees, and peppered with various types of litter. 

As usual this time of the morning, her co-worker’s cars, a few patrons’, and a rig were parked in the asphalt lot off the county road. Bella turned off the engine and double-checked her bag to make sure she had everything she needed for her long shift.

“Well, he’s not out here waiting for me,” she sighed. “That’s a good sign.”

“Maybe he’s not here,” Mickey said, peering through the windshield, working around the glare caused by the sun. “Seems like no one’s here.”

“Oh, he’s here,” she said. “He’s always here. That’s one of his problems. He never takes a day off or a short shift. It’s like he doesn’t trust the staff. Not even the assistant manager. The man needs a life. Or a girlfriend. Something.”

“He doesn’t sound like a nice person,” he said.

“Don’t worry about him,” she said, smiling, closing her bag. “I’ll fix you up with some breakfast, on me, and then we can figure out what you want to do next. Okay?”

Mickey smiled and nodded.

“Thanks, Bella,” he said. “I really appreciate your help.”

“Just wish I could do more,” she said, shrugging.

Mickey nodded again. They both reached for their doors to open them when...

A sonic boom came from inside the diner. A few yards to their left, the picture glass that lined the booths inside shattered, making room for a body to fly out and land flat on the empty parking spot. The man lay still, an open chest wound so wide a watermelon could fill it. His jaw hung open with his eyes. Despite the blood coated upward on his face, Bella recognized him right away by his black suit and tie that covered his chubby body, an outfit that the staff always ragged him about for wearing in such a cheap dive of a diner.

“Grady?” she asked.

“You boss?” Mickey asked.

Fueled with panic, Bella shoved the key back into the ignition and ground up the car. By some miracle, there was enough power in the battery and it sparked to life.

From out of the smashed window, a woman with pale and blushed skin, wearing tight jeans and an I Love NY t-shirt, and unruly blond hair jumped out. She brought her shotgun up and aimed it at the car.

“Get the fuck out of the car!” she screeched, walking towards them.

“Who the hell is that?” Mickey asked.

“I have no fucking idea,” Bella said, her hand on the gear shift set to R and her foot on the brake. “But I don’t want to fucking find out.”

Now between the front of the car and the diner’s picture window, the woman raised the shotgun and pointed it at the windshield. Her frantic eyes shifted from side to side but always managed to find a center.

“I’m giving you to the count of three,” the woman screamed, spit flying from her mouth full of missing teeth. “You hear me?”

“Get us out of here,” Mickey said, grabbing her arm, unknowingly pulling it down to D. “She’s insane.”

“One!”

Bella stomped the gas, hoping to rip out of there in reverse. Hoping that, if the woman fired at them, they would be protected by the car.

The car shot forward. The shotgun went off. The windshield shattered. Bella and Mickey, both screaming, ducked behind the dash. The car hit the crazed woman, scooped her up, and, together, they went through the picture window into the diner where male and female screams consumed the sounds of broken glass, wood, and bending metal.

The car humming, the world still, and her foot off the gas, Bella brought her head up from below the dashboard. Mickey was folded over, his hands on his head. 

“You okay?” she asked.

“We gone?” he asked through his arms.

“I wish.”

Half the car was in the diner, over a booth. If she was lucky, the woman with the shotgun would be trapped under tons of steel. From the back of the diner, people popped their heads out from behind the counter and from under tables. Patrons and her co-workers. Their fear-infested eyes stared at her, not recognizing her, probably unaware of what planet they were on.

“Sheila,” a woman screamed, a woman from the other side. “What did you do to my sister?”

The second woman with a stuffed red backpack on her one shoulder looked nothing like Sheila under the car except for the same long, greasy blond hair and shotgun in her hands. Wearing cargo shorts and a matching dark green tank, she stumbled to the wreckage at the front of the car. Her savage face broke into sorrow.

“Sheila, wake up!”

Bella, while the woman was distracted, turned the ignition key but the car only clicked. She wasn’t so lucky with the battery this time.

“Down!” Mickey screamed.

Without question, Bella released the key and steering wheel and ducked behind the dash as a blast of pellets flew into the car over her head.

“You killed my sister!”

The second woman climbed onto the hood, stomped across the metal, and pointed into the broken windshield. 

“Get up!”

Bella, her heart frantic and her limbs frozen, remained behind the dash. 

“No,” she whined.

“Get the fuck out here,” the woman screamed, “and show me your fucking face!”

Bella glanced at Mickey next to her. He was holding her hand for dear life, shivering. The poor kid was going to die. All she wanted to do was help him but instead, she brought him to this moment. At least, she was going to die too and wouldn’t have to live with his death on her conscience.

“Okay,” she shouted. “I’m coming out.”

With her hands up, she rose from behind the dash. The woman, panting and shivering, dangerously close to pulling the trigger, smiled at Bella. Their eyes met. Bella’s clear hyper blues with the woman’s bloodshot and dilated browns.

“See you in hell, bitch,” the woman growled.

Bella braced for the metallic explosion that would surely pulverize her head. Maybe even take it off.

Mickey raised his hands and screamed, “No,” as if he could stop the mad woman with some invisible power. The woman brought the bad end of the gun to him, surprised he was there at all.

Frightened and jumpy, the woman tightened her finger around the trigger. Her blood bulbous eyes widened.

White lightning exploded from Mickey’s palms. An array of sharp strings flew wide and into the woman. Her shotgun went off but it was pointing up toward the ceiling. Her smoking body flew back, pushed by the bolts from Mickey’s hand. Shock and disbelief covered the boy’s face. The woman’s body hit the ground in front of the car.

The wild electricity continued. Mickey tried to stretch his hands out further way, wanting nothing to do with such wild creatures that were unfortunately attached to his body.

“Stop it!” Mickey screamed.

He shook his hands, maybe to empty them of power or knock the battery out. Instead, the threads of electricity filled the front seat of the car. Stupidly, Bella stayed in the car when she should have jumped out of it. A few of the bolts hit her, scorched her skin and warmed her insides. She never stayed conscious to find out when it stopped.

**
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BELLA WOKE IN THE BACK of an ambulance parked within the crime scene of the Inferno Diner. A middle-aged EMT with dark skin, short dreads, and a friendly smile sat next to her and soothed the electrical burns on her face. Remembering what happened before she went out, she jolted up.

“Easy now,” the EMT said, his rubber-gloved hands urging her back down. “No one is going to hurt you.”

She couldn’t go anywhere anyway. They had her strapped down.

“Let me go,” she said. “Please.”

“We’re getting ready to bring you to County General,” he said. “You need to be strapped or you could fly out the back there and that would reflect poorly on us.”

“Is he okay?” she asked, settling down. She tried to relax but then the burns made themselves known to her face and body. The skin tingled, itched. She hoped they were not serious. The diner offered no health insurance. “The boy I was with?”

The EMT shrugged and applied more jelly to her burns.

“I’m not sure who you mean. Aside from the dead sisters and the two white people they killed. Two men. I think one of them was the owner.”

Bella sighed in relief. Mickey had to be okay, then.

“You are one lucky woman,” the EMT said. “Those women looked so hocked up on meth or something that they could have killed everyone.”

“But they’re both dead?”

“Yes. They’re still out there. One was crushed under your car and the other was covered with electrical burns. Damnedest thing I ever saw and I’ve been doing this for a long time. It’s like lightning hit the car. Minus a storm cloud in the sky and that the car was mostly in the diner. But I guess stranger things happen in the world. Maybe God was awake this morning. He was certainly looking out for you.”

“How’s the boy? Mickey. The boy that was in the car with me?”

“You were alone in the car when we moved you out of it,” he said, capping the jelly and returning it to the shelf behind him. “Just you.”

Mickey was out of the car when they found her. So he was unharmed from his own power?

“But was he hurt?” she asked. “A teenage boy a little darker than you. He had on khakis and a white t-shirt. He was dirty like he came out of a fire. You can’t miss him.”

“No, sorry,” he said, placing his hands on his knees and shaking his head. “He wasn’t there. Not that I saw, anyway. But you know, you’re not the only person asking about this boy.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some gentlemen in suits were asking everyone about a boy like that,” he said. “They looked like Feds or some kind of government people. They wanted to talk to you and the other wounded but the sheriff got in his way. Wanted you to be okay first before you talked. And, I think, you should be fine after a few tests at the hospital to be sure.” He flashed a reassuring smile. “Ready to go?”

Bella closed her eyes and whispered, “Yes,” but she was not looking forward to talking with the men in the suits. Hopefully, she would have a good lie to tell them when she arrived at the hospital.
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Expressway Thru The Skull

Book 10
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TWO STEPS
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“This is crazy,” Azul says. “How could your father not have told you about this? Or your mother?”

We sit in the basement under his electronics repair store in the lower east side. Of course he has the comfortable chair while I try to find relief on the metal folding one. Three desktops and two monitors flash screensavers in front of him while junkie devices that run on electricity surround us in the dim space.

“Knowing my father, he probably didn’t tell her,” I say.

“Having a child outside of a marriage is a big deal. At least to me it is.”

“Yeah. But he had this one while married to my mom. Plus he was still locked up at the time and doing that OCCT experiment I told you about.”

“I guess I could see why he kept it a secret. He probably didn’t want to think about that period of his life since it was so bad.”

“I doubt it was all bad,” I say. “He did get some while he was in there.”

My father also stole a lot of money I earned during the early part of my art career. The whole time I thought it was for selfish reasons but he was stashing it away for Prudence Radicci, my recently discovered long lost younger sister. I dropped the complaint recently; an act that I’m sure would further confuse my mother if they ever find her.

“It looks real.”

Azul rubs his thumb over the paper and the raised seal at the bottom.

“It is. I verified it. She was born in Manhattan twelve years ago. I even saw her foot prints on file,” I say.

“Was there a social security number? Usually the mother registers for one at childbirth.”

“No. I asked about it. They encourage the mother to do it, but it’s not required right away.”

“She could have done it afterward. Did you check...”

“The social security index? Yes. Nothing.”

“So what would you like me to do?”

“Can you check the restrictive records? Government, law enforcement, shit like that? Maybe even poke around for the mother? So far I haven’t found anything about her but...I don’t think I’m supposed to if she was involved with OCCT.”

No, Azul is not a cop, although he works with an FBI agent in baiting pedophiles on the Internet, he is a former black hat hacker who spent his childhood stealing money from banks with my father and uncle. Now in his early twenties he’s strictly white hat. Poking around government sites isn’t unethical for him as long as he doesn’t change information or steal.

“Sure,” he says. “What are you going to do?”

“Make a few calls and talk to a few people.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PAST RELATIONS


[image: ]




In the cab on the way home to my condo on West Street, I call Sharon’s cell phone. Luckily I didn’t catch her in a meeting or in court. I ask her to send me a copy of the lawsuit against my parents.

“Sweetie, are you drunk?” she asks. “You dropped that matter.”

“I just need the addresses of my parents, where you sent the subpoenas and paperwork.”

“Your father’s was a bust, as I told you. It’s like the man fell off the Earth. I think your mother’s went to a PO Box in Jersey City. No one signed the return receipt card so it came back.”

“Can you send me the PO Box address?”

“What’s going on, Miki?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you going to make amends with your mother?”

In a way I should. She had no idea my father was skimming money from my art earnings. She must have been pissed that I accused her of it even after all she went though managing my art career as a child. 

“No. But I need to speak to her about something. A heredity issue.”

“Your mother doesn’t have a psychic ability, I don’t see how she can help you.”

“Nothing to do with that.”

“Female issue, huh?”

“Sharon, please.”

“Hmm. All right. I’ll have Jacob forward a PDF to your email today.”

“Thanks.”

“Almost anything for you, sweets. As you can attest to,” she says. “Have you been working?”

“Sketching. Ideas have been brewing.”

“Good girl.”

I disconnect the call and stare out the window the rest of the ride across town. The driver lets me off in front of my building. I walk up to the double glass doors and pull my keys out when my cell rings again.  The number comes up blocked. I open the door and answer the phone.

“Hello?”

“Michelina Radicci?”

I walk through and step up to my mailbox.

“Who’s this?”

“I represent Mr. Bradford Weisz. He would like to meet with you.”

I drop my keys before it hits the hole and feel the world spin.
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ASSURANCES
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I find myself sitting alone on the couch in the lobby of my building. I hold the phone with both hands. The blocked caller is still connected. The world slows down, but I’m overwhelmed with the feeling of being pulled to the Earth. Like gravity is sucking me into deep shit.

“Are you feeling all right, Ms. Radicci?” the caller asks. “Maybe you should take off your jacket.”

My jacket? How does he know I’m wearing one?

I turn to the glass doors. A man with his hands in his pants pockets and a blue tooth device in his ear stands outside. He wears a glossy gray suit with matching black shoes. His light brown hair is shaved tight as if he used the number one attachment on the clippers. He’s good looking, in his mid thirties maybe, and has icy blue eyes, like unnaturally light blue. I wish he would smile, to ease the nervousness in my stomach, but I’m not so lucky. 

“Who are you?” I ask.

“I told you who I am.”

“Why does Weisz want to see me?”

“I can’t tell you.”

I walk closer to the door and try to find bulges in his jacket. I can’t see any but that doesn’t mean he’s not armed. He could still shoot me through the glass door.

“So Weisz expects me to get in a car with a man that I don’t know for no reason?” I ask.

He nods.

“I assure you that you will find it in your best interest to come with me. I promise that I will not harm you during transport, during the meeting, and when I return you.”

The man removes his suit jacket and spins around. People walking up and down the sidewalk glance and make odd expressions at him. He pulls up his pant sleeve to reveal his ankles and then unbutton his cuffs to show off his forearms and the tats covering them.

“If it makes you feel safer, we can take public transportation,” he says.

I bite my lip. Yeah, I know it all seems suspicious. I should be suspicious. But there is something about this guy that I trust. If he says he’s not here to kill me or to bring me to harm, then he must mean it. God, I hope he means it. I hope I’m not so stupid.

“Alright. I’d feel more comfortable if I know your name, though. What do I call you?”

“My name is Ryan Fisk.”
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I step out through the glass door. Ryan Fisk backs away and buttons his shirt cuff, covering his arms before I can inspect the tattoos I noticed before. Instead, I peek at his collar and the tips of the black tats that tease out. 

His jacket on, he asks, “May I request the same from you?”

“You think I’m armed?”

I grip my saddlebag strap tighter.

“Considering your history, what you are capable of, is that such an unusual request?”

What the hell does he know?

“I have a knife with me.”

He nods.

“Shall we take a cab?”

“Are you buying?” I ask.

He smirks.

“I’m buying.”

Fisk walks to the curb, onto the street, and between two cars. He holds his hand out and waves a cab down. I step closer as the yellow car stops in front of us. He opens the door and motions me in.

“After you,” he says.

I slip past him and enter the cab. I slide across the seat, press to the door on the other side, and prop my bag up like a shield. The driver, wearing a turban on his head, maybe one of those Sikh people that are confused for Muslims, turns to Fisk who sits down and closes the door.

“Where to, sir?” the driver asks.

Fisk gives him a midtown address. The driver nods and starts our trek. Fisk sits calmly with his hands on his lap and stares out the window. He reminds me of the yuppies that occupy the city who feel they can take whatever they want with the right amount of money. But underneath his nice suit I know he’s filled with hate for others not white. 

“You’re awfully nice to him,” I say.

Fisk shows me the confusion on his face.

“You’re a skin, right?” I ask, raising my voice a little higher. “A skinhead.”

“Correct,” he says matter of fact.

“And you were nice to this man. Why?”

“He’s performing a service. Why shouldn’t I be nice?”

“Isn’t he someone you don’t want around?”

“Yes. I believe he should be in the country where he came from or in a separate part of this country. But the current laws allow him to be here at this moment in time. If we ask him, he may feel the same way.”

I look over at the driver. The man makes no sign of listening to our conversation.

“Driver?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“At times, do you wish you were back home in the country you came from, or in a separate part of the country with your people?”

“Excuse me?”

I repeat the question. He peers at me through his rear view mirror.

“I miss my home, yes. But I love it here.”

“No one treats you badly? No violence?”

“There is violence all over the world. Not only against me. No. I love it here. I love the people even though they are not the same as me. We are all brothers and sisters.”

Ryan Fisk stares out the window. I wait for him to say something. The driver, seeing I’m not going to speak either, focuses on his driving.

“You’re freakin’ weird,” I say.

Fisk smirks.
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ASSHOLE LECTURE
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The cab drops us off in front of the skyscraper on 50th Street. Large, shiny metal letters spell out Weisz Tower across the awning in front of the door. Fisk pays the cab, wishes him a good day, and leads me through the revolving door. We blend in with the suits and skirts that enter and exit the lobby. We cross the polished tiled floor, past the security desk where people sign in and out, and to the hallway where the elevators reside.  We stop in front of a set of doors with no one around. Fisk takes a card from his wallet and swipes it down the reader on the wall. The doors open and he shows me inside.

I stand next to him as the doors close. He remains still, not pressing any buttons. Not like there are buttons to press. From the middle up, mirrors cover the walls. The lower half is covered with a soft red material - velvet? – and gold metal trim separates the two.

“Who decorated this elevator? Elvis?” I ask.

He glances over and raises a brow.

“What floor are we going to?” I ask.

“Top.”

This must be Weisz’s private elevator. Oooh, don’t I feel special.

The bell rings and the door opens. Fisk leads me down a long hall filled with doors on either side. At the very end, he stops at one and presses a button below an intercom. A beeping noise pops out of the speaker.

“It’s Fisk, sir,” he says. “I brought Ms. Radicci as you requested.”

A camera bolted to the wall above the door adjusts to aim at us.

The speaker releases a slight buzz. Fisk opens the door. We enter a large office as big as my apartment. Back against the picture window that looks out to Central Park and Harlem, a man sits at a large wooden desk that reflects the light. To the right, a sitting area with a wet bar and couch. To the left, a massage table. In between, nothing but space. A waste of space.

We walk to the desk. Weisz appears to be in his early sixties. His slightly orange skin hosts a broad fake smile and unnaturally white teeth. His blue eyes focus on me as he stands and comes around the desk. He offers his hand.

“Michelina Radicci,” Weisz says. “So pleased to meet you.”

I shake it. His grip is loose so I tighten mine. He doesn’t seem to mind.

“Uh, huh,” I say.

“I am a big fan of your work. I believe you had a showing in one of my galleries here in the city.”

I did. Then when I found out who his son was I had them taken out despite the loss of money. 

“Yeah. For a short time,” I say.

“Outstanding. Please, have a seat.”

I sit in the chair. Fisk plants himself on the couch and crosses his legs. Weisz opens his hands.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asks.

“No, thank you.”

He smiles and takes the chair behind the desk.

“How is your art going, Ms. Radicci?”

“All right, I guess.”

“I assume you have been hard at work. Preparing something new.”

This guys looks too happy to be talking to some seventeen-year-old art chick. Fisk messes with his cell phone, minding his own business. Maybe I will leave this office alive. But something definitely feels up.

“Why am I here?” I ask.

“I invited you, of course. And you accepted.”

He glances over at Fisk who nods.

“Why did you invite me?” 

“I want to discuss my son with you. You know Ethan, don’t you?”

“I’ve never met him.”

Weisz smiles and sighs. I can’t but help to stare back at him, to see if there’s anything behind that expression.

“Are you sure?” he asks. “Maybe back in the spring?”

My hands tighten around the armrests. I blank stare at him.

“Like most father/son relationships, we had conflicting philosophies,” Weisz says. “Although we did share a dream of an all-white America, a place where our children can play in the streets, where women can go out at night to pick up a quart of milk, or a man can carry his paycheck home in his pocket all without being assaulted.”

“Who would want to assault them?”

“The mud people. You may know them as niggers.”

I slip out a guffaw. 

“I don’t think I share your labeling system,” I say. “With your people around, the people of color in this world are never safe. They are targeted for just being alive.”

“Lovely how you speak about them as if they have souls. You’re so wrapped up in the political correctness that pollutes the brain,” he says. “No. I don’t expect you to agree with me. You’re a sympathizer. I know. You are very smart and vicious, Ms. Radicci. But I digress.

“Where as I prefer to move behind the scenes – to change the laws - my son preferred the direct approach. As you may have known, he planned to infiltrate society with his warriors and when the time was right, the revolution would begin. 

“I always wished he would see things my way. Others and I have worked so hard. We’ve kept it safe for our police officers to kill off unarmed niggers without suffering any consequences of a delusional society. We poisoned their communities’ water, lobbied to pass acts that would imprison them for long periods of time for minor crimes, and created restrictions that would prevent them from voting, for example. It’s been a long, hard road. There have been many setbacks, especially with our current president. But it has been working.

“Once the laws have been changed to protect the valuable people in the country, the ones in the middle, the ones that feel a bit of sympathy, will comply. They will see the benefits no matter who gets hurt in the process. They will want to preserve what they have collected materially. They will be too scared to rise up, to lose what they struggled to earn.”

“You called me up here to give me a lecture on How to Be an Asshole 101?” I ask.

His smile drops.

“No. I called you up here because you tried to kill my son.”
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CALM BEFORE THE STORM
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I jolt from the chair. Weisz holds his hard stare on my eyes. Fisk rises with his arms still at his side. I swallow hard and look between the two men. I’m glad my leather jacket is still zippered to cover my heart that’s trying to pound out of my chest.

“Where are you going, Ms. Radicci?” Weisz asks.

I open my mouth but only manage to release a choking sound.

“Please sit. No harm will come to you. In fact, I would like to offer you a deal.”
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My legs give out and I drop down in the chair across from Weisz. He glances at Fisk and nods. Fisk disappears through a door.

“Just one moment for Mr. Fisk to return. He is a very good employee,” he says. “I’ve known him off and on most of his adult life. Originally he worked for my son. Now he works for me.”

“Uh huh,” is all I can say.

Fisk returns with a rolling cart loaded with a television and a DVD player. He stops it next to the desk, between Weisz and I. He turns on the equipment and passes the remote to his boss. The new employee walks back to the couch, sits, and waits.

Weisz presses play. The screen reveals an empty building lobby. At first I don’t recognize it. Then it all rushes back like a tsunami that fills my stomach with lead. It’s the empty office building I confronted Ethan Weisz and his thugs in back in the spring. The camera must have been positioned above the main entrance. I could have sworn I checked for cameras. It must have been hidden in the wall or something. It captures the majestic stairway to the second floor of the spacious lobby. I walk down from the top and stop halfway. At the bottom of the frame, Ethan and one of his boys stand with guns in their hands. You can’t make it out too clearly but they’re standing in a few inches of water.

“This part coming up is quite ingenious,” Weisz says.

The image brightens as the power and lights turn on and a second man joins them from the side. Ethan Weisz and I converse as they point their guns at me. I make a dash for a wire plugged into the stairway wall and drop its shredded end over the side into the water. Ethan Weisz jumps out of the water in time, but the other two...

...tingles invade my arms...legs... scalp...warmth squeezes my heart...i stand on the stairs...eyes wide...body shakes...until...blackness melts me away...

The camera flickers to black.

Weisz observes me straightening in the chair. The vision wasn’t so intense since it was on video and I previously experienced it in real time months ago. Maybe my body remembered it and grew used to the sensations.

“Don’t worry,” Weisz says. “There’s more. The security cameras run on a separate power line.”

The image pops back on. Two fried, dead bodies lay on the lobby floor. Ethan Weisz and I fight at the top of the stairs. I swing... 

...my foot slams across my head...pressure floods my temple...reality spins....

...and knock him down and out.

A new camera pops up. The basement of the building. Ethan Weisz is tied up while I give him shit. Observing the anguish and pain on my face makes me squirm. To the side of the frame, open boxes of assault weapons and grenades. I pocket a few of them and leave the frame.

A new shot from outside, behind the building, a few yards from the Hudson River water line. I take the grenade and toss it through a broken basement window where I left Ethan Weisz. I run as the explosion shakes the camera and smoke rushes out. 

His father stops the video. I continue to stare at the blank screen.

“As soon as I saw this I made some inquires about the explosion in the Financial District. You remember that building, don’t you?” Weisz asks. “My son was manufacturing PCP down in the sub-basement. The man who ran the lab confirmed that it was a girl about your height and weight. Shame you were wearing a ski mask. Also, people who were at his little festival where you tried to shoot him on the stage recognized your picture.”

The room falls into silence. The seconds drag on. My stomach rumbles either from hunger or an abundance of acid.

“Do you have anything to say, Ms. Radicci?”

I feel like a kid who lit a cherry bomb in the bathroom or who set off a fire alarm at school. Now the principal is asking me to explain myself. What led me to do these horrible and childish acts that might have put someone’s life in danger? But this is bigger. He has no plans to kill me, or so he says. So maybe he wants to send me to jail. But...

“What do you mean you want to make me a deal?” I croak.

“Oh, yes. I would like you to find out who killed my son.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


INFALLIBLE BARGAIN


[image: ]




I bite the sides of my mouth to keep from smiling. God is real.

“Ethan is dead?” I ask.

Weisz frowns, sighs, and inspects his manicured nails. Fisk stares and nods. Many questions rush through my brain: How did he die? Who killed him? Why isn’t the killer being touted as a hero?

“I had no idea,” I say. “It wasn’t on the news or...”

“We have not alerted the media or authorities yet,” Weisz says. “It happened early last night. At about 10:35 PM. Only three people know. Mr. Fisk, the assassin, and I. Oh, and now four people.” Weisz rises from the chair and paces in front of the window. “Ethan had been in a catatonic state after you attempted to kill him. His brain and heart were strong. But whatever...consciousness he had was somewhere out of reach. After his wounds healed I brought him to my home. I had a live-in nurse to care for him. She made sure he was fed – yes, he was able to chew food and swallow, he also reacted to external stimuli – and she kept him clean and performed physical therapy for him so his muscles wouldn’t atrophy.”

“I heard he was suffering from a brain tumor,” I say.

“Mmm. I regret that slipping out. It was true. We found out over the summer. The doctors gave him six months to live the most.”

“And someone still killed him while his brain was in La La Land? He got off easy.”

Weisz kept pacing, ignoring my bitterness.

“I didn’t want the information about his tumor to come out. Even if Ethan were conscious, I was sure he wouldn’t want anyone to know. He prided himself on being a warrior. He valued death in battle. Dying from within would have weakened him not just physically and mentally, but spiritually.”

Weisz glances at Fisk. The younger man crosses the room and switches discs in the player. He steps back as his boss aims the remote.

“Someone broke into my home last night. I was home as well as the staff. Afterwards, I discovered that the intruder disconnected the power source for the alarm system and crawled in through a hallway window on the second floor. A tree’s branch extends to it, making it easy for him to climb up and in.”

Weisz presses a button on the remote and plays the video. The room appears ridiculously homey. Ethan lies on a Victorian style four-post bed covered with a fluffy comforter. A collection of pill bottles sits on the night table next to him. I can make out one side of the room where a wood dresser sits. A lamp standing tall on the other side of Ethan’s bed barely illuminates the room. 

At 10:29:34 on the timeline accelerating at the bottom of the screen, a figure rushes towards the bed, aims a gun, and...

...a sharp pop breaks the hollow sound...the bullet pierces my cheekbone...plows through my head...my brain...and pushes out the back...electric synapse...black...

I gasp, arch my back, and moan. Although I didn’t feel the pain of the bullet because of the drug I take to curb the sharp physical affects of my psychic visions, I do suffer a dull ache growing in the path the bullet took through my head. How I hate headshots.

“Ms. Radicci, are you all right?” Weisz asks.

Fisk, studying me, tilts his head to the side.

I lean forward and hold my head, as if keeping it together.

“Yeah,” I croak. “Fine.”

The disc player clicks. Footsteps back and forth. Someone hands me a glass of water. I sip it.

“Part of the reason I called you down here is that I’m aware of your work with Elite,” Weisz says. “You used your psychic ability to help them solve difficult murders.”

I sigh and shake my head. Is there anything this jerk doesn’t know about me?

“Let me guess, you have a man inside Elite that gave you access to my files.”

“We are everywhere,” Weisz says. “But no. Not at first. After you tried to kill Ethan I had you followed. My detective tracked you to Elite and I made some inquiries. At first, I was skeptical of such business. I do not believe in psychic ability. Hallucinations and tricks of the mind, yes. But some paranormal mental ability to see or do things that no other person can? No. Not at all.”

I sip the water again. Fisk stands and stares at me as if I’m a freak in a jar of formaldehyde.

“Did you just have a vision? As the video was playing?” Weisz asks.

“For some reason I’m able to experience one’s pain or death through video. Not film. My doctor thinks it has something to do with electricity collected on magnetic tape and digital memory and ether and how a camera can trap it and a player can release it. I’m not one hundred percent sure.”

“Fascinating,” Weisz says. “Did you see my son’s killer?”

Anger rushes through my veins and increases my heart. 

“You want use my ability to find Ethan’s killer?”

“Yes.”

“Well fuck you. You’re son was a douche bag. A violent obsessed, white privileged, scum fuck. He brought people together to fight a senseless war. He deserved to die. Like I said, he got off lucky. If I had my way he would have suffered.”

The room falls silent. Weisz smiles. Fisk stands and stares.

“I’m sure I don’t need to remind you about the evidence I have on you,” he says. “The video and witnesses. I can place you at the basement of the building at the Financial District, at the festival in New Jersey, and at the Thames Street building where you electrocuted two men to death. I have a nice little package to send anonymously to the police. I’m sure they could find something useful in it.”

I stand and glare at him. Anger pushes me to the door, crossing the floor and stomping my boots. I stop, tighten my fists, and throw my arms.

“Fuck,” I scream.

“I knew you would say yes,” Weisz says.
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“I suggest that you go with Mr. Fisk to my home in Brooklyn,” Weis says.

“Why?” I ask, not bothering to remove my back from his face. “I don’t need to see the crime scene. I don’t have that kind of ability.”

“From what I read, you make drawings of your visions. You can do it there. I assure you that I will provide any materials you should need and you will have privacy. Also, I would think that being at the crime scene would be beneficial to you.”

I sigh as weariness floods my body.

“I don’t need to be there. I saw it. It’s in my head. I can do it from home.”

“I insist that you do the work at my home.”

I turn and rush to his desk.

“Are you a psychic? Are you the one who worked for Elite and helped find killers? No. This is what I do. This is my...ability. My skill. My way. When you want to change the law to benefit your white pride idiots, do I tell you how to do it?”

Weisz smirks.

“Fine. When can I expect the drawings?”

“Tomorrow, I guess.”
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I enter my apartment, pace up and down the hallway floor, and then grab the coat tree. Screaming into the living room, I slam the wooden rack against the floor over and over until it breaks into pieces. I drop the remaining wood from my tingling hands, straighten up, and catch my breath as the sweat runs down my face.

“Lousy motherfucker,” I growl.

Leaving my jacket on the floor, I go to my bedroom and pull the whisky bottle off the night table. Down on the bed, I yank the cork out and swig as much as I can fit in my mouth. The golden liquid burns deep in my throat and coats my tongue with a slick mediciney flavor. I shiver and fight from coughing.

Should I leave town? Hide out and start a new life? 

No. I like my screwed up life too much as it is. It has potential to get better one day if I only got off my lazy ass. If I start a new life, I’ll have to get a real job to earn a living. 

I suppose I could call up Otto Sampson at the NYPD and confess. Maybe the cops will go easier on me. After all, I didn’t kill Ethan Weisz. But I did kill those two assholes and I could face a long time in jail no matter how much Otto tries to help me with the District Attorney or judge. 

Perhaps I should kill Papa Weisz. Obviously his home in Brooklyn is easy to break into. I doubt he fixed the electrical problem that his son’s killer made last night so soon. But I’m not a killer. Yeah, I killed those other two guys. That was out of anger. And although I’m totally angry at Weisz...I don’t want to be a killer. It messes with my psychic ability and with my heart. I doubt I would be able to plunge a knife or shoot a bullet into Weisz given the chance.

So why don’t I do the drawings for him? Just sit down, focus on my vision, and sketch. Tomorrow I can give them to Fisk and Weisz and make that evidence against me disappear. Or will he? The bastard could still hold onto it and wag it over my head anytime he wants something from me. I’ll just have to worry about that as the time comes up.

I work down more of the bottle. My eyes grow heavy. Half the afternoon is gone. I should have had lunch. Screw it. Whisky’s as good. It’s made from a plant, right? I inspect the label for the ingredients.

Who am I kidding? 

I swig again and close my eyes. Just a little rest and then I’ll do the stupid drawings. Yeah, just...a little...rest...
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HALF HIDDEN PRECEPTS
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I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling of my bedroom. The bed feels hard underneath me. A dull ache swims in the front of my skull. I sit up and realize I’m not on the bed but on the floor. How did that happen?

A bottle rests on the mattress. I had the sense enough to put the cork back into it. Last time I passed out drinking in bed the bottle emptied all over my sheets. When I woke up I thought I pissed myself. Jameson does have the color to make you think of urine. At least, I wasn’t smoking at the time. I probably would have lit myself on fire.

Using the bed for support, I climb up onto my feet and check out the time. The clock reads: 1:34 AM. Aside from the dull ache, I feel fine. I might as well get to work. I walk to the bathroom to pee, drop an Advil, and wash my face. In the kitchen, I grab a bottle of water and a bag of chips. I sit down on the couch and listen to the quiet hiss of the radiators as I drink and munch, waiting for the Advil to calm my head.

The bag and bottle done, I cross the room to my work area and sit at the drawing table. Until recently, the table always faced the loft stairs that went up to grandpa’s bedroom. He’s gone now, somewhere in Europe. I’m not sure where since he still hasn’t contacted me yet. Before, whenever I tried to draw, my attention always wandered to the stairs and then to Grandpa. I turned the table around to the windows. Obviously that didn’t work out. Finally, I planted it against the wall in the corner. Sounds are easy to ignore, visuals are not. Must be the artist in me.

I take out a sketchpad and find a blank page. With a pencil in my hand, I close my eyes – confident I will not fall asleep – and concentrate on my vision. I draw the room from Ethan Weisz’s perspective. I find it odd that for someone in a catatonic state, he had his eyes open at all. His father mentioned he had some reactionary functions. Maybe blinking was one of them. Possibly they thought, with his eyes open, he would somehow see something that would break him from his deep waking sleep. 

I sketch out the lower part of his blanket-covered body in the foreground, then work my way to the background. The closed door to the bedroom straight ahead, the dresser and window to the right, and an exercise bike to the left next to the open bathroom door. Did he even ride the bike? I can’t imagine his nurse putting him on it and moving his legs for him. I doubt it even belonged to Ethan. Prodigal son hasn’t lived at home with Papa for a long time. Weisz probably put it there for storage.

The next picture is of the killer entering the room. He’s not quite in the light but from what I can make out he’s wearing jeans, a biker’s leather jacket, and a black cap. He holds a gun in his right hand. A handheld automatic, maybe a revolver.

In the third sketch, I find more detail with the killer right at the side of the bed. The light shines on him. His face seems soft, clean-shaven, and youthful. My age? A kid? Sure, why not? Those Sons of Adam psychos were my age and they slaughtered groups of people. These Aryan freaks like to recruit young. They comb the schools and look for the kid that sticks out; the one being abused by kids not his own color. I admit, it’s a crafty way to pull someone into your cause, but they should know better to allow the kid to see the other side of things. That the kid of color might be picking on the white kid for some other stupid reason: dick father, asshole friend, or bad test grade, whatever.

As I’m sketching the hand holding the gun, I notice something about the inside of the killer’s wrist. The light next to the bed reveals two curved lines close together. I can’t imagine it being a birthmark. Not so defined. 

With the fourth sketch, I make a close up of the hand, gun, and wrist. No. Can’t be a birthmark. The print reminds me of a classical font. Shit. I bet if the lamp were brighter it would reveal it to be an 88. The only 88 that I know refers to the 88 Precepts written by David Lane. It’s kind of like the 88 commandments for the Aryan world. 88 rules that help those sickos follow the Laws of Nature. That is, if you think Nature doesn’t involve the country’s minorities and non-Christian religions.

Or it could mean Hail Hitler since 8 coincides with the letter H.

Either way, the kid could be an Aryan.

I lean back in my chair, drop the pencil in the cup, and smile until my face hurts.
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THE HUMBLE EGO
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I leave the house early the next morning. Waking up was a bit rough, but once I showered and drank a cup of coffee, my body started to become useful. I take a bus across town and walk a few blocks to Azul’s electronic repair shop. It doesn’t open for another half hour so I run into the McDonald’s on the corner for one of those maple breakfast sandwiches and a large light and sweet coffee. 
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