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PART ONE: MONDAY

 


 

Prologue

"Listen up, men," Vinny shouts in a gruff tone as he stomps over to the table, around which sit six bulky men in dark suits, smoking Cubans. "We have an emergency!"

In a black Armani suit, Vinny towers over the group like a high rise, tall and well built. Silver hair and tinted sunglasses plastered to his forehead, Vinny pushes aside the guards who hold machine guns and presses his palms on the table until his skin turns white. "Our guy at City Hall . . . his son-in-law intends to rat on us. Has threatened he'll tell the authorities about our real estate dealings." A pause. "It can't happen!"

Some of the veterans mumble, nod in agreement.

Vinny looks around at the rotting room hidden deep in a run-down warehouse just off Market Street. Once a thriving company, it’s now a dead business covered by graffiti and vines, the perfect venue for an emergency meeting.

"Our guy demands we make this problem go away. He says he doesn't have time for this." Silence. "The kid has to go. I need someone to take care of him." 

Unfazed by the strong cloud of smoke circulating around him, Vinny leans forward. The close quarters make his presence more powerful. "Men, we must resolve this matter, and we must do so immediately!"

Vinny clenches his fist for emphasis. 

"No offense. But you couldn't have taken care of this yourself?" asks Slick, a younger man new to the group.

The veterans lean back, fully aware of Vinny's temper. The veins in his neck harden, and he grinds his teeth—the calm before the storm.

"This is an emergency meeting that demands all of our attention!"

Vinny pounds the table, and glares at Slick. Without hesitation, he pulls a gun from his pocket.

A look of panic crosses Slick's face. "Vinny. Don't."

But Vinny ignores the plea. Even before Slick finishes the sentence, Vinny aims the gun, and shoots the man point blank in the temple.

Upon impact, Slick falls backward, convulses from the blow, and then crumbles into the seat like an imploded edifice. Slick's eyeballs roll back as blood gushes from the hole in his forehead and drips down his face. Thick and red, the liquid seeps down his neck, soaks his Ralph Lauren shirt, and pools into his lap. Within seconds, a dark puddle stains the floor beneath the seat.

Though the gunshot sprays excess brain matter all around, reverberates the room, and riddles the wall with bullet holes, no one reacts.

"Anyone else have something to add?" As expected, no one does. "That's what I thought!"

Vinny looks to the man nearest him. "Frankie. You have someone to take care of the kid?"

"I do." Frankie smiles, rubs his hands together. "I got this one."

Vinny seizes Frankie's shoulder with a firm grip. "You see, guys. This here is a real family man."

Pulling his collar up around his neck, Vinny sneers. He then points at the dead body. "And Frankie? Get one of the guards to pick up this piece of trash."

 


 

Chapter 1

15th Street Station, Broad Street Line, beneath Philadelphia, PA. Four A.M. In the muggy darkness, like a silver bullet upon impact, the eastbound, SEPTA L Bus penetrates the cavernous underground and screeches to a halt. On cue, the subway’s automated female voice announces her arrival.

The doors open for seated passengers to exit and waiting patrons to enter. Extremely weary, Porter Maddox happens to be one of a few seated passengers who hears the automated voice say, “Doors are closing,” a few seconds too late. Fortunately, he manages to button up his long pea coat, stand, and successfully fight his way through the doors without injury.

Eager to get home after pulling an all-nighter at Old City Consultants to distance himself from his nasty boss, Fred Stafford, Porter ascends the subway platform and pushes his way through the rotating metal exit gate. He usually stops by the token booth to say hello to Janice, the nice military vet who sits behind the glass encasement, but this morning he is tired, too tired to discuss work and life in general. It’s been difficult of late.

Besides, Janice is busy with a young couple who, Porter assumes, want transfer passes. Janice is one of the classiest ladies he knows; body obese in her blue SEPTA uniform and face homely under a black mat of hair, yes, but nevertheless, very sweet in demeanor. She actually takes pride in her work, takes time out to assist her customers, as she did for her fallen comrades in the service, offers a smile and a “have a nice day” before they walk away. A few waitresses in restaurants above ground could learn a thing or two from her. When she finishes with the couple, she winks and mouths, I’m thinking about you. In acknowledgment, Porter nods.

The smell of urine and feces hits Porter like a brick. Continuing his ascent from the subway platform, he breathes through his mouth rather than with his nose to manage a wave of nausea. He looks at the ground, purposely avoiding eye contact, because, while the metropolis is known as “the city of brotherly love,” Philadelphians rarely show Porter any brotherly love, and never underground.

In fact, on the way over to 15th Street, a young Hispanic kid with a big, golden stud in his ear, loose Philadelphia Eagles jersey, and black baggy pants on, looked Porter up and down and started hooting and snickering at him for no apparent reason. He put his hand over his gut; bent over as if the sight of Porter made him laugh to the point of sickness, and shouted, “Look at him!” He pointed. “Look at him! What the . . .” Porter just focused straight ahead and ignored him.

Porter flinches at the cracked tile underfoot, at the filth in the mortar. Water trickles through the cracks, and, every time Porter takes a step, he swears he sees a rat duck underneath the sewage stream.

Behind him, a baby is crying in a stroller, a mother is yelling, her kids are squealing, and the punk in the jersey is swearing into a cheap cell phone. None of them seem to be bothered by the smells, the sounds, the dirt and grime. Porter assumes, in their worlds, these unkempt conditions are the norm.

Like a maze, 15th Street Station can be very confusing, large enough to disorient even the most experienced traveler. It is a wonder to Porter how he has learned where things are, and he does not have to ask too many token collectors for directions. This is a credit to Janice, since she helped him so much in the beginning.

While Porter carries a gun with him always, in the left inside pocket of his pea coat, one concern that always sticks in the back of Porter’s mind is the possibility of being attacked in an isolated area.

As Porter turns left and into a dark, meandering tunnel, this concern begins to consume him. Echoes sound from his own feet, affecting him little, but when he hears others, he looks behind him and ahead of him. His heart pounding slightly, he prays to God for protection and peace in his heart. As his mother promised him in childhood, the prayer helps.

Really, though, there is no reason to be concerned, nothing to have palpitations over. Just another group of impatient travelers making noise is all. Three antsy college students, all wearing bulky, Drexel University jackets, tap their feet on the cold concrete before a token dispenser, moving about while they wait their turns to purchase tokens. The student at the head of the line, perhaps a freshman, must be taking longer than expected, because the others are muttering expletives.

Porter’s heart settles. Stop scaring yourself, Porter. You already have enough to worry about.

Arms crossed over cumbersome chests and concrete expressions plastered on their faces, overly-confident security guards stand next to an emergency vehicle, trying to intimidate any unruly persons. At least the mayor, John C. Cutter, has worked with SEPTA and encouraged them to take some extra safety measures.

Unfortunately, it took a man clubbed to death by some Schizophrenic youth to get the mayor’s attention. He was so busy playing a game of politics he forgot the responsibility that comes with being a public official—his city’s security. He forgot there are ill people out there who have nothing better to do than to hurt or kill others.

Porter doesn’t acknowledge the security guards; most of the time they just clear their throats, put their hands on steely, black guns, and purposely jingle the handcuffs in their back pockets just to let everyone know who’s in charge.

Sticking his hand in his own back pocket, Porter keeps on walking. He hears water trickling, doesn’t know from where, and while listening to the redundant drip noises, he slips on a metal grate. He falls to one knee and gets a terrible whiff of sewage and trash. As if my day hasn’t been hard enough.

And then a whiff of alcohol. A haggard old man with pits in his face, no teeth, and a beard two heads long, sits just opposite the grate, drinking. Wearing a knit cap, a long, ripped button-down shirt, and camouflage sweatpants riddled with holes, apparel obviously salvaged from a nearby trashcan, he gulps down a huge bottle of whiskey. A tiny cup for spare change and a small piece of cardboard that says “I’M HUNGRI” rests at his feet, which are both wrapped in plastic bags for warmth. He guffaws, looks at the grate, “Uh huh. That’s a slippery bugger.” Again, Porter ignores the comment and gets up to go.

Porter can normally tell whether a homeless person is either just a lazy bum, or a victim of inadequate living and social conditions, or mental illness for that matter. It is all in the eyes: the gaze of despair, the look of deceit. No doubt about it, the drunk now behind Porter exuded shame and sorrow. He had to be ill.

With a heavy sigh, Porter makes the final turn in the passageway. Lit by long neon tubes, the tunnel has a deathly feel, and it worsens when he reaches a point where one of the lights is flickering. The flickering brings on another wave of nausea. He groans.

As Porter is convalescing, he hears a high-pitched scream not far in front of him. He stops in his tracks and stands still, listening in shock.

“AAAAHHH! Oh God! Please stop! Stop!” And then crying, tears of pain.

“Shut up, you got it?” one male attacker yells. “Shut up, now!” Porter hears the victim grunt and whimper every few moments, expected reactions to violent kicks to the ribs and blows to the head, perhaps a stabbing. It takes all Porter has, not to run around the corner and tackle the aggressor. Yet he refrains.

Porter knows he will later regret his decision, feel remorse for his inaction, as he tip toes to the wall, and lies flat against it. But in the moment, he is only thinking of what is in his best interest, of his safety. He doesn’t want to be the next victim. Isn’t that rational?

Perhaps. But there’s nothing rational about any of this, he counters. There are about eight people in all of the station, which is expected at such an early hour. Anyone could have used this very exit, but no one did. Except for him. If there’s a way to find trouble, Porter does exactly that. What do I do now?

Ever since the president-elect announced his intent to implement tax hikes on ammo to rid of the Second Amendment right to bear arms, Porter has been thinking twice about pulling out his gun. The next thing you know, you won’t be allowed to use pepper spray. When he realizes this, though, he decides now is not the time for apprehension and using a weapon at this point is the only option.  

An unexpected wave of anger crashes, circulates, and absorbs into the depths of Porter’s mind. Justice must be served for this atrocity.

He rushes around the corner, pulls out the gun from his inside pocket, and says, “Stop it or I shoot!” He points it at the man’s scarred head. “I mean it!”

Scar steps back with his hands in the air, a bloody knife in his fist, and looks up for a moment with resignation written all over his face, then bolts toward the exit.

Porter places his gun in another pocket, and akin to Superman, runs speedily after Scar.

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

Porter wakes to the sight of Zorian, the boy who plays a fiddle at the exit stairwell to earn extra money to help his mother, who struggles to put food on the table. Like many poverty-stricken Philadelphians, Zorian and his mom get food stamps from welfare and some supplemental, which helps a little. But his underground performances are imperative for their survival. Now he’s imperative for mine, too, Porter thinks.

The boy tugs at Porter’s arm, pleading. “Talk to me Porter. Talk to me!” Porter tries but can’t.

Typically, when fully functioning, Porter sees him, and feels mixed emotions. He is happy Zorian uses his talent but sad he has to do so in such poor conditions.

Since living in Philadelphia, Porter has seen in a few cinemas true stories about young genius boys who had a lucky break and reached musical greatness, initially playing a used violin for a small, briefly interested, unemployed crowd on the streets, and later playing an antique Stradivarius in a reputable orchestra lead by an elite conductor before a huge audience in a famous venue.

One day, Porter hopes to take Zorian to the Walnut Street Theatre, a historic site where early presidents and dignitaries watched various performers, and tourists continue to do so. Perhaps Zorian would meet the right person and take his or her interest. I hope the kid gets a lucky break, Porter often thinks.

Having grown up in a supportive environment, Porter didn’t heavily rely on luck, but rather was encouraged to act on any available opportunities that might improve his arithmetic abilities, which he often did.

Almost weekly, he sat on the porch with his animated father, who loved to stimulate his aging mind by solving advanced algebraic formulas and discussed numeric options. On occasion, Porter still reflects on the silly grin that spread across his father’s face when talking about equations.

When Porter surpassed his father’s challenges, he moved on to calculus and trigonometry, and mastered each so he could earn money, tutoring classmates who were miserably failing math class. Even in high school, he advanced his own skills so he might give his peers lucky breaks. He continues to do so as a financier. 

Porter is not thinking about any of this at the moment, though. Zorian is fuzzy, and his voice is muddled. It is as if Porter has been in surgery and is just coming back to life, his anesthesia not quite out of his system.

More tugging on Porter’s arm. “Can you hear me, Porter? Tell me you can hear me.”

Porter grunts when he realizes his hands are sticky and blood stained. His shoulder is tender to the touch, badly bruised.

“Oh, good. You hear me.” Well, sort of, thinks Porter. “Help is coming.”

Right next to Porter, Zorian’s fiddle and rod lay in a worn, black case. Even in the dimness of the underground, the instrument glows, and for a moment its glisten blinds him. Groans of misery escape Porter’s lips.

Slowly, Porter begins to recall what happened. In the subway, he had seen and heard a poor man assaulted. Of this, he is certain. Instinctively, Porter believes, he ran after Scar, the bystander’s attacker. It only makes sense. Considering his current state, however, Porter also believes it is premature for him to determine the accuracy of his recollection. Hopefully, Zorian will help me.

Still disoriented and somewhat lost, Porter looks as directly as possible at the boy. Zorian has deep brown eyes, dark skin, a thick afro, and clothes too large for his lean body. “What happened to me, Zorian? Did he get away?” Porter rubs his sticky, raw fingers together. “And all this blood?”

So bloody. Porter shudders. He normally takes pride in his appearance, the way he parts his brown hair and combs it to the side, how he keeps his face clean shaven except for a brown goatee, how he hides his not-so-trim stomach beneath sharp Polo shirts, and dresses his limber legs in pricey, tan Docker pants. He takes pride in the fact that he looks better than his co-workers most days. I don’t even want to know what I look like right now. Sticky and bloody.  

“Well, you know, as usual, I was tryin’ to earn money for my mom, a little for me too, play my fiddle for some change, when I saw you fly by. You din’t give me no change so I’s figured sumpin’ was up. I picked up my stuff and chased afta’ you. I was sorta’ pissed, too, since you din’t say hi.”

“Okay Zorian. Sorry to be short but get to the point.” The boy tends to be long-winded, and it annoys Porter. But Porter knows the boy is just trying to be helpful.

“So’s I finally get to this here stairwell, and you aren’t here. So’s I look up, and the next thing I know is you are falling headfirst all the way back down.” An expression of panic crosses Zorian’s face. “I was so scared, Porter.”

Porter shuts his eyes tightly, wishing he had some Ibuprofen, and opens them again in an attempt to see more clearly and momentarily relieve the pressure at his temples. He brings his shirtsleeve to his face and wipes his clammy cheeks and forehead. It is cold at the base of the stairwell, yet he is still perspiring.

Briefly glancing at the subway stairwell, it occurs to him he is laying in the very froth that flows down each step. He wants to get up, but the ache throughout his body has had a crippling affect.

Four people start to congregate around him, waiting for the next L Bus. Curious, one looks at Porter, but the other three ignore him. Unexpectedly, Porter shivers, experiences a distressing sense of vulnerability he would not wish on anyone. Well, maybe the attacker.   

Pushing his unease aside, Porter looks back at Zorian with heavy eyes, and concludes, “I fell then.” A sharp pain burns his forehead like violent flames do wood, and he again groans. “But you saw me standing aboveground beforehand?”

“Yeah. That’s it.” Zorian replies, shrugging his shoulders, flippant yet perplexed. “Oh. ‘Nuther thing. You was fightin’ with someone.”

 


 

Chapter 3

Zorian hears the sirens in the distance, the shrill screams of an ambulance and police car, and decides it is time to leave the dank grotto. He softly says to Porter, “I’m gonna get out of here, now. Okay? Help’s on the way.” Still pinned like a wet leaf to the ground, Porter nods.

“Give me a hand here, Zorian,” says Porter. “Pull me up. I don’t want to be here when the cops and EMTs get here, either.” Though the boy believes Porter needs treatment, he pulls Porter to his feet and then departs.

Porter looks bad, Zorian thinks minutes later, but he should be all right. Zorian can’t assist him any further, anyway. He stayed with Porter as long as possible.

Zorian has something to take care of, a delivery if you will, an exchange. It’s risky to do, he knows, but it could bring in a lot of cash he just isn’t getting as a musician.

The boy never thought he’d resort to this kind of activity.

Too many of his friends are now either imprisoned or dead. And Zorian knows it won’t be long before his weak peers blow their chances.

Unlike his friends, though, Zorian is strong, was raised differently, and knows better than to choose this avenue, which explains his current plague of guilt. He always gets a queasy feeling in his stomach right before he swaps drugs for money.

His mother takes pride in the fact, through adoption, she not only rescued Zorian from an abusive foster home, that she personally raised him, but also continues to nurture his musical talents.

She is pleased, too, because, in the process, she has established her reputation as a youth advocate. If she ever found out about his secret life, she would be devastated. How would she be able to convince other kids to change their delinquent ways if they knew what he was doing? She probably couldn’t.

The last thing he wants to do is hurt his mother. But the idea of consuming one more Kraft Mac and Cheese turns his stomach. To think upon successful transfer he is only a few dollars away from a nice, juicy steak brings a sense of excitement, a thrill.

He’s got a few packs of coke hidden in a secret compartment built into the base of his violin case. An extra purple linen is stitched in to better conceal the product, to ensure it’s covered if Zorian’s instrument moves around.

Zorian is pretty sure Porter didn’t see anything but his shiny fiddle. Porter was more concerned about what had happened following his pursuit. It even appeared the reflection from his instrument caused Porter pain, distracting him even further.

I don’t need Porter making me feel any more guilty, Zorian thinks.

Zorian and a local addict named Judas agreed to meet on a side street just behind a pricey restaurant called Marathon. It is raining, and the large trash bin behind which Zorian is hiding smells of bad eggs and fish. The stench of rot is so horrendous he doesn’t know how long he can stand it.

#

“You here, kid?” says Judas, who is aptly named for his backstabbing nature.

Laying the case face up and opening its clasps, Zorian says, “Over here.”

A few people stumble out of a doorway on the opposite side of the alley and open the back of a van. They aren’t paying any attention to Judas. Zorian believes they are all band members preparing to transport their equipment so they can move onto their next gig.

“We need to make this quick,” says Judas, the veins around his pupils splaying in all directions as he looks from Zorian to the performers.

Zorian removes his violin and begins to tug on the linen. “I know, man. I be quick.”

Like fetid fungus, the dead fish and egg smell grows stronger and more widespread. It weighs Zorian down as he puts his left hand in the secret compartment and grabs onto the plastic baggies full of white powder.

“See here,” Zorian says. “All yers when you pays up.” The boy puts out his free hand for the money. He usually puts it in the same compartment that holds the drugs.

Judas opens his coat pocket and one by one hands over wads of cash, individually wrapped in rubber bands. Zorian then does the same with the cocaine.
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