

  

    

  




  





  WHEN AN EX-CON IS FRAMED FOR MURDER HE’S FORCED TO RETURN TO HIS LIFE OF CRIME TO FIND THE REAL KILLER.




   




  Mike Fitzgerald is an ex-jewel thief trying to go straight, but since his release from prison someone has been committing robberies and making it look like he did them. To add to his misery, two San Diego Sherriff detectives are determined to send Mike back to prison and are willing to break the law to do it.




   




  Yet, Mike finally gets a break when a wealthy couple hire him to draw a mural at their mansion. He believes he has finally found vindication as an artist, but his dreams of success soon dissolve when the wife is murdered in a botched robbery of jewels worth ten million dollars and Mike is the primary suspect. This leaves Mike with only two choices, find the real killer, or spend the rest of his life on the run.




   




  In the Mexican border towns of Tijuana and Rosarito Beach, Mike recruits the help of a crooked Rosarito Beach cop to return with him to the United States to find the killer. As they search, Mike discovers that he has been a puppet on a string ever since his release from prison, and the puppet master is about to cut the strings.




   




  “Get ready to be enthralled. Frank Grady’s debut novel, Mermaid Jewels , is guaranteed to keep its readers riveted in page-turning suspense. Grady’s main protagonist, ex-con, Mike Fitzgerald, won’t quit until he finds vindication for being wrongly accused of robberies he didn’t commit. And it gets worse. He’s being hunted down by a cast of characters he would rather not know. Follow Mike through the twists and turns of the Mexican border towns in harrowing situations that propel this thriller along with edge-of-your-seat excitement.




   




  Grady ... knows exactly how to weave a tale, and he does it with such skill and style, you’ll wonder where he’s been all your life. Mermaid Jewels is a book you won’t want to put down, and Grady’s fast-paced hijinks will keep you begging for more.




  Slip into a margarita, and settle in for a literary ride you won’t soon forget.”—Judith Marks-White, author of Seducing Harry and Bachelor Degree.




  "You'll find yourself cheering for an ex-con determined to beat the odds."—Gail Oust, author of the Spice Shop Mysteries.




  “A con-artist but not in the strictest sense of the word. Author Frank Grady makes us truly empathize with an ex-con turned artist who has to fall back on his original skillset to nab the real criminal who pins a crime on him. A truly fun, twisting mystery.” —C. Hope Clark, author of The Carolina Slade Mysteries and The Edisto Island Mysteries.




  “Grady deftly hands us an ex con we can really care about as he fights for his life against corrupt cops and murderous medicos.” —Caroline Taylor, author of Jewelry from a Grave.




  “Get ready for a wild ride with an ex-con and jewel thief who must run for his life and return to his old profession to survive bad cops on both sides of the US-Mexico border when set up for murder. Fast paced and will appeal to fans of Elmore Leonard, Carl Hiaasen and Tim Dorsey.”—Mike Befeler, author of Murder on the Switzerland Trail, Mystery of the Dinner Playhouse.




  "Readers looking for a hard-boiled, edge-of-the seat action thriller are advised to grab Frank J. Grady's Mermaid Jewels, then hold on tight for an adrenaline-pumping ride that doesn't ease up on the thrills until the last page.”—Harold Schechter, author of The Serial Killer Files.




  “Murder, manipulation and millions of dollars in stolen jewels add up to a gem of a first novel by Frank Grady.”—Glenn Ickler, author of One Death Too Many and many other mystery novels.




  “...a hero you can’t help but sympathize with. Mike Fitzgerald is an ex-con who wants nothing more than to go straight and pursue his dream of becoming an artist. But just about everyone he encounters sees him as the perfect fall guy, someone they can use to further their own tawdry schemes to make money.  There are the San Diego detectives who accuse him of a string of burglaries. There is the well-to-do doctor who invites him to help out with a fundraiser. There is the Mexican bandito who would like to relieve Mike of his stash of jewelry. Mike is able to dodge these bullets because he has a few tricks of his own, some of which he acquired while in the joint. ...full of surprises and unexpected twists — and it’s always darkest just before the dawn.”—Albert Ashforth, author of the spy thriller, The Rendition.




   




  "IMPRESSIVE DEBUT CRIME THRILLER!  Be prepared to lose a chunk of your life, because once you start reading this book, there is no way you’ll be able to stop. In Mermaid Jewels, Grady delivers a taut thriller that unfolds at a blistering pace and culminates in a stunning conclusion you’ll never see coming.  As a physician who has written about diabolical doctors capable of murder, I was especially hooked by the portrayal of the villainous doctor. Be sure to hop on this thrill ride!"—John Benedict MD, best-selling author of Fatal Complications.




   




  “In Frank Grady’s debut novel, Mermaid Jewels, he’s created a beguiling main character in ex-con Mike Fitzgerald. The ex-con wants to go straight, works six-days and nights a week as a waiter and in whatever spare time he finds he practices his drawing, something he learned in prison. Art has replaced thievery, or at least Fitzgerald wants it to.




   




  A not so understanding wife, two crooked sheriff detectives, millions in jewels are all there to complicate Fitzgerald’s life. Grady weaves his character through troubles that begin in Southern California and flow into Tijuana, Mexico and a little further south to the seaside town of Rosarito Beach, Mexico.




  Of course, Fitzgerald is accused of theft, but Grady’s unusual way of getting the ex-con exonerated makes for an exciting read. Having spent years in the areas of Southern California and Baja, Mexico, I appreciated Grady’s knowledge of the area and how he uses the locale in his novel.




  Mike Fitzgerald would make an interesting series character.”—Michael Haskins, author of the Mick Murphy Key West Mystery Series.




   




  “There’s an old saying, “It takes a thief to catch a thief.” More than 50 years ago, it inspired Alfred Hitchcock’s creation of a frothy romantic thriller set on the French Riviera starring Cary Grant as a reformed jewel thief trying to save his reputation and freedom by catching a new thief imitating his techniques, But now it has inspired Frank Grady’s Mermaid Jewels, a dark suspense tale in which our reformed jewel thief  finds himself the target of a front-page murder investigation. He has no choice but to return to his criminal past to try to save himself from whoever has set him up. ...a tense and haunting version of rehabilitation that no prison warden would ever endorse.”—Michael Kahn, award-winning author of The Sirena Quest and the Rachel Gold mystery series.




   




  “A murderous collage of art and intrigue.”—Mario Acevedo, author of Rescue From Planet Pleasure.




   




  “Mike Fitzgerald, witty though not always likable, has a knack for compounding his own troubles, especially after securing a commission to produce a mural for wealthy clients and a charity event. That job ends with murder and $10 million in stolen jewels. Fitzgerald — morally ambiguous, guilty of some crimes but not others — is immediately the lead suspect. Frank Grady gives his protagonist a wild ride from California to Mexico and back again. Along the way, self-awareness and integrity take a turn for the better after an assistant police chief gives Fitzgerald a second chance, helping him play the role of police detective to sort through a morass of marital affairs and police corruption, all to expose the true killer.”—Susan Froetschel, author of five suspense novels, including Allure of Deceit.
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  About The Author




   




  MERMAID JEWELS is Frank Grady’s debut novel and he has used his experience as a boxer to add realism to the fight scenes.




  [image: ]Frank grew up in a tough neighborhood outside of Newark, New Jersey, and after seeing him lose a fight one of his Irish uncles took him to a gym where he would learn, in his uncle’s words, “to fight like a boy instead of a girl.” Suddenly Frank had an old, brute of a man for a boxing coach who was always yelling at him and throwing punches at him when Frank least expected it. Frank liked him a lot.




  Since then Frank has had numerous non-sanctioned boxing matches and at one time considered going pro. Instead, he chose an easier, softer path in life. He has worked at fun jobs and was a DJ for a radio program called Rock N’ Roll party, and was an ASCAP representative where he was given a drinking allowance and paid to visit bars and write down the songs that the bands played. He loved that job. Frank eventually landed a job as a broadcast writer for BBDO, one of the largest ad agencies in New York City, and has worked for a bunch of other ad agencies, and was a partner and Creative Director of a California ad agency.




  Frank currently lives with his wonderful wife, Renee, and two Dalmatians, Buttons and Freckles, on a ranch in Bonsall, California where he teaches boxing and works as a freelance copywriter.
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  MERMAID JEWELS




   




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




   




  A large man and an equally large woman step backward onto the mermaid I’m drawing, scuffing the edges. Then, they just stand there admiring the Indian the artist next to me is drawing. They don’t seem to realize that when you’re at an art show like ArtSplash, where all the art is drawn on the pavement, you should watch where you're stepping.




  My first impulse is to yell, “Hey, get your fat asses off my mermaid,” but it is stinking thinking like this that ruined my previous life. So I practice what I learned in prison and whisper my mantra.




  “I used to steal and fight, but now I live with insight.”




  I put down my chalk and lean back on my haunches and enjoy the view I have from the bluffs overlooking the sparkling Pacific and the famous flower fields of Carlsbad, California. I remind myself how lucky I am to be here, because it wasn’t easy to get into ArtSplash. My first application was rejected, and so was my second, but I kept at it, and kept sending in photos of my work. Finally, I was accepted, just a few weeks before I made parole. Now, here I was at one of the best art shows around, and one of the best venues to showcase my talent.




  I gaze up at the two interlopers who are in the process of defiling my innocent beauty and listen as they engage in an in-depth discussion about the coloring the artist is using to draw his Indian. They sound like art critics for the Los Angeles Times, and I get the impression they could be here for the rest of the day. Unless I want to draw on their shoes, it was time for me to take bold action.




  I gently tap the man on the leg.




  “Excuse me sir, but you’re standing on my mermaid.”




  “Oh,” he says, and gives my mermaid what I interpret to be a disparaging glance. Then he and the woman take their good-natured time stepping off of it.




  They don’t apologize for being former brain donors. Their faces don't turn red from embarrassment, because now I know they must have grown up in a trailer park. Instead, they give me a pretentious ‘I’m better than you’ look and waddle off like they own the whole damn street. I figure they’re from Orange County, the land of self-important, smug conformists clawing their way to the middle.




  I return to my mural, glad I haven’t committed a double homicide, even though everyone would agree it was clearly justified. Well, maybe not everyone, but a lot of the dudes I’ve been in prison with would have agreed at least the guy deserved to have his ass kicked. Of course, stinking thinking like this is what got us all in prison.




  “They made you angry? Don’t deny it.” I hear a man say. He sounds like a prosecutor questioning me in front of a jury. Well, I’ve met a few of those.




  I look up and see a middle-aged man standing there with a pleasant looking woman who reeked of money. Both are smiling and are looking at my mermaid with appreciation.




  “Oh, they didn’t bother me,” I force myself to smile good-naturedly. “You have to expect someone might step on your art when it’s on the street.”




  “Still my dear, it was quite inappropriate and loutish of them,” the woman says, with a southern accent. “If they wish to partake of art shows such as ArtSplash then they really must be more careful where they step.”




  “I’m Dr. Carl Weeks and this is my wife Margaret.”




  I stand up, rub my hands on my jeans to wipe off chalk, and shake hands with them.




  “Nice to meet both of you.”




  “I like the way you do the eyes of your mermaid,” he says. “They look very real.”




  “Yes, they seem so alive,” she says. “I like all the rest, too. The coloring is very professional. It’s clear you’ve been well trained. Where did you study art?”




  Well, there it is. The type of question I knew I would be asked, and I also knew the answer could make these two admirers back away, but I made a decision when I was paroled that I would be honest about my background.




  “Prison,” I say.




  I let the word hang out there for a moment. I see dismay in the woman’s eyes, but the doctor is a little hard to read. He doesn’t seem to react to the fact that with one word I have tossed myself into the bottom of the barrel where the flotsam and jetsam of life reside.




  “I figured I could spend my prison time getting into trouble, or I could put it to good use. So, I learned how to draw.”




  “May I ask why you were in prison?” she asked.




  “Don’t pry honey. It’s not polite.”




  She gives him a look that could scorch titanium. Clearly, she doesn’t like being told what to do.




  “I wanted to know if he was a mass murderer.”




  “Robbery. I never hurt anyone. Just wanted the money.”




  "That I can live with," she says, and then she starts sauntering around the parameters of my mermaid, making a clicking sound with her tongue and nodding her head in approval.




  “That’s a good sign when she clicks her tongue,” he says. “It means she likes what she sees.”




  “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” she says.




  “Sorry,” and then gives me a wink and mouths the word ‘bitch’ which surprises me.




  “I think your mermaid would be a nice fit for a fundraiser we are having on Monday,” she says. “Are you available?”




  I’m not sure I heard right. It sounds like she is offering me a job, and if that’s true then this is the first time someone has offered to pay me for my art. At least I think she is offering to pay me. However, she did say it was for a fundraiser and so that is probably the catch. They don’t actually want to pay me. They want me to donate my time.




  “I would have to charge you for the mural.”




  “Of course, we don’t expect you to work for nothing, but we don’t have a very big budget. Would five hundred dollars be enough?”




  I gulp, because I know chalk artists who would stampede over their mothers for a chance to make fifty dollars, and so five hundred dollars would be more than enough.




  “Sure, I can do it for five hundred. I also do other types of murals. I can do boats, surfers, whales, sharks and all kinds of fish. Everything I do has a marine theme, because I grew up in California and have always been drawn to the ocean and things in it.”




  “I think your mermaid here would work the best for our fundraiser,” he says. “The theme of the fundraiser is, ‘If fish could vote they would vote no on offshore drilling,’ and so your mermaid is a perfect tie-in. The only change I would ask is that you draw a necklace on the mermaid you draw for us?”




  “No problem, but why a necklace?”




  “Because we’re auctioning off jewels at our fundraiser and there are several necklaces in the collection.”




  A red flag goes up. Rich people and jewels mean lots of money and where there is lots of money there are often thieves like the one I use to be wanting to steal it.




  “If you don’t mind me asking, how much are all these jewels worth?”




  “Ten million dollars. My wife is donating them from her private and very extensive collection.”




  Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Don’t do it! The voice in my head is shouting.




  “I have to be honest with you nice people. I’m having second thoughts about taking this job. My specialty use to be jewel robbery.”




  “Does that mean you are going to steal our jewels?” she asks.




  “No, that life is behind me. That’s why I’m here. I no longer want to be a thief. I want to be an artist.”




  “Then this is your opportunity to make money doing what you want to do,” Dr. Weeks says.




  “True, but if anything happened to any of those jewels the police will blame me, and I don’t want to go back to prison. I mean, even if some silverware turns up missing I’m going to catch the blame.”




  “Let me ask you this. If someone wants to hire you to draw a mural at their home and they happen to have an expensive car in the driveway are you going to turn down that job, too? And if another couple wants to hire you and they have a big screen TV in the living room are you going to also turn down that job? Are you going to spend the rest of your life living in fear, because of mistakes you made in the past?”




  “Ten million in jewels is a lot different from a car or a TV. What makes you so sure I’m not going to try and steal those jewels?”




  “For all I know, maybe you will, but both of us believe in giving people a second chance. Isn’t that so honey?”




  “Well, yes everyone deserves a second chance,” she says, with some hesitation. Perhaps she is rethinking the idea of letting a thief into her home.




  “Besides, the jewels will be completely safe. They are only going to be at our house for a few hours and during that time they will be under armed guard. After the auction they go right back into a vault at a bank in downtown San Diego where they’re usually kept, and there they will stay until payment is received from the winning bidders. So, there is very little risk involved.”




  “You know, there are a lot of other artists here, and most of them have never been to prison. Wouldn’t you feel more comfortable with one of them?”




  “We looked at their murals, but we like yours the best,” he says. “Your mermaid has captivated us. Now that we’ve seen it we want it.”




  “We should have arranged for an artist before now, but we only came up with the idea of doing a fundraiser a month ago and so now we’re trying to tie up the loose ends, but if you don’t want to draw a mermaid for us then I guess we could do without one.”




  “You see, now my wife is close to deciding we won’t even have a mural, and I think that would be unfortunate. So it’s time for you to make a decision. Is drawing murals going to be a hobby for you or are you going to get serious about advancing your career?”




  I have to admit it makes a lot of sense for me to accept the job, even if there is risk involved.




  “Well, I appreciate your confidence in me and if you really want to hire me, I mean, knowing I’m an ex-con, I’ll be happy to do the mural for you.”




  “Wonderful. We couldn’t be happier.”




  He takes a card from a gold cardholder, writes on the back of the card, and hands it to me.




  “The address for my practice is on the front and I’ve written our home address on the back.”




  I take the card and look at the address. I’m impressed, but not surprised, to see that the house is in Rancho Santa Fe where only the richest of the rich live in San Diego County.




  “What time do you want me there?”




  “How about eight Monday morning so you can get an early start?”




  “I’ll see you then.”




  I say goodbye to them and return to my mural, but I'm worried. Not because of the jewels, but because of my boss Mario Ramirez.




  My real job is waiting tables at the Captain’s Brigg Restaurant in Encinitas, and Monday is the day they have their five-dollar meatloaf special. The retired folk love their meatloaf, and so it’s the busiest day of the week. Mario is already mad at me for taking today off, and when I ask for Monday off he is going to cut my balls off and put them in the meatball soup.




   




   




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  I finish most of my mermaid, but the coloring of the eyes isn’t exactly the way I want them to be. I’m working on those when I hear, “Are you Mike Fitzgerald?”




  I look up and see two men dressed in casual attire. They have no badges or guns I can see, but I have no doubt they’re cops.




  “Yes.”




  “I’m Detective Green and this is Detective Burton. We have a few questions. Step over there.” He nods towards the railing overlooking Carlsbad’s flower fields.




  “Sure.”




  I use my cloth to wipe off my hands, though I have no intention of shaking hands with either of these cops. My many years on the wrong side of the law has made them my natural enemies. I walk to the rail, followed by the two detectives.




  “We’re investigating three robberies that have occurred in the past two months,” one of them says when we get to the rail. “We think you did them.”




  “Wait a second.” I hold up my hands in a defensive manner. “I thought you said you had questions. Your statement sounds more like an accusation. I know it’s your job to talk to ex-cons about possible crimes, but don’t start off accusing me of something unless you have proof.”




  “We have circumstantial proof. The robberies started right after your release from prison. Only days after. Like two days after. It’s as if you couldn’t wait to get back to your old ways.”




  “And we have your fingerprints all over those robberies,” the other cop says.




  “You have my actual fingerprints?” I know he was probably using the term figuratively, but I don’t believe in taking anything for granted when it comes to cops.




  “You know what I mean. These robberies were done exactly the same way you used to do your robberies. Everything matches from the way you gained entrance to the homes, to the fact you only took what was in the safe and nothing else.”




  “It wasn’t me, and so please don’t says I took something from the safe unless you can prove it. I’ve been doing nothing but working my ass off at the Captain’s Brigg on North Coast Highway 101 in Encinitas since I got out of prison.”




  “Yes, we’ve visited the Captain’s Brigg and we’ve talked to your boss. That’s how we knew where to find you. He’s not happy you took the day off. He says Saturday is his busiest day, but here you are drawing pretty pictures in the street.”




  “ArtSplash only happens once a year and I sent in my application before I got out of prison.” I’m annoyed they were taking Mario’s side and didn’t think I should have taken the day off either.




  “Where were you last night from six to nine?” One of them asks.




  I recognize the timeframe instantly. That’s the time I used to commit my robberies. I only robbed homes that I knew had safes and only when I knew the owner would be home, because I often had to convince them to tell me the combination to their safes.




  “At work. Ask Mario.”




  “We did.”




  “Then why are you asking me where I was when you already know I was at work?”




  “And two weeks ago on a Wednesday night, also between six and nine?” The cop asks.




  “How many people can really remember where they were two weeks ago at a specific time, but since all I’ve been doing since leaving prison is working at the Captain’s Brigg, or going to church with my wife, it’s easy for me to remember. I was working at Captain’s Brigg. Ask Mario. I work there six days and six nights a week, with Thursdays off. Yes, I‘m an indentured slave.”




  “He says you were working that night, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have slipped out for a while.”




  “Not with Mario’s eagle eyes watching my every move.”




  “And seven weeks ago on a Wednesday night, also between six and nine, were you also working at Captain’s Brigg that night?”




  “Yes, yes and again yes. Ask Mario.”




  “Were you there the whole time on each of those nights? For instance, last night, did you perhaps slip out for an hour or so and go to Vista and break into a safe there?”




  “No, I didn’t leave work from the time I arrived at noon to the time I left at 10:00 p.m. I’m sure I’m not the only ex-con in the area who could have committed these robberies.”




  “Actually, we think you are.”




  “Let me be very clear about something. I’m trying to get my life back together. I have an honest job and my wife and I are even putting things back together between us. Now, thanks to ArtSplash, someone is going to pay me for my art. I’m not about to jeopardize all this by going back to a life of crime.”




  “You mean someone is really going to pay you for drawing this crap?” one of the cops asks, and gives his partner an exaggerated look of amazement. They both burst out laughing, which I take as very unprofessional.




  “Now, that really is robbery,” the cop says. “Someone paying for something that looks like graffiti.”




  If I was an upstanding citizen I might be able to report these two to their superiors, but since I’m an ex-con nothing these two did, short of taking me into the bushes and beating the hell out of me, would be taken seriously by the powers that be.




  “So who exactly is paying you for this fine work of art,” one of the cops asks in a mocking tone.




  “I’d rather not say.” I don’t want them to know, because they are definitely out to cause me trouble.




  “We’re conducting an investigation into three robberies. You can either cooperate here or we can take you to sheriff’s headquarters and tell your parole officer you’re withholding information in a criminal investigation.”




  “I’ve been hired to draw a mural by Dr. Carl Weeks and his wife.”




  “Where?”




  “At their home. The mural is for a fundraiser they’re having on Monday.”




  “I’ll ask you again, where?” The cop was letting me know he was getting exasperated. He wanted fast, snappy answers.




  I reach into my pocket and take out the card Dr. Weeks gave me.




  “The address is on the back of the card.”




  The cop snatches the card from my fingers and writes down the name and address. Then he tosses the card back at me, and since I’m not a catcher for my favorite baseball team, the San Diego Padres, I miss the toss and the card falls to the ground. The polite thing for the cop to do is to say he is sorry and maybe even pick up the card, but that isn’t about to happen and so I bend down, pick up the card, and put it back in my pocket.




  “And do they have a safe in their home?”




  “I think so.”




  “And do they have valuables in their safe?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “So you say.”




  “Look, I’m trying to make a living. Do you two really have to lean so heavy?”




  “Yes, when we’re sure we’re dealing with someone who’s breaking the law and we’re sure you are. We’re not going to let up until you confess and so save everyone the time and effort and confess. We know you did those robberies and sooner or later we’re going to prove it.”




  “Look, I’m trying to do the right thing by not getting angry right now, but you two are really pissing me off.”




  “Go ahead, get angry,” Green says, and whips back his shirt to reveal his Nine Millimeter automatic. “Let me see you get angry so I can put a bullet in your head.”




  Damn, I’ve been around loony tune cops before, but this cop is borderline psychotic.




  “Let’s calm down a little,” his partner says, and he seemed genuinely concerned about his partner’s over-the-top reaction.




  “Are you two going to arrest me, shoot me, or what?”




  “After we conclude our investigation we’ll be sending a report over to the District Attorney with our recommendation,” Burton says. “This is one of the best circumstantial cases I’ve seen in a long time. You fit the description of the robber perfectly, and the methods used in these robberies are an exact match for the methods you have used in the past. I’m confident the DA is going to issue an arrest warrant. The next time you see us we will be putting the cuffs on you.”




  “So you might as well confess now,” his partner says. “You can come with us now and we’ll write the confession up. It will be easier on you in the long run.”




  “I didn’t do any of those robberies and I’m not going to say another word without an attorney present.”




  “Okay, we did our best,” Green says. “We were nice, but it didn’t work. Now, we’ll do it the other way, and you won’t like the other way.”




  “What other way?” I know I’ve been threatened by officers of the law. This could all turn out badly for me.




  “You’ll see. I promise you won’t like it.”




  They turn and walk away, making a point of stepping on my mural and scuffing it from one end to the other. 




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




  I return to my mermaid and spend an hour repairing the scuffmarks the cops had made. I’m leaning back to review my efforts when two feet walk onto my mural, scuffing it once again. I look up to see Nancy, my very attractive wife in a very unattractive outfit.




  “Hi sweetie.” I stand up, and lean toward her to give her a kiss, but Nancy leans away because I can see she’s mad at me. I don’t know what I did wrong, and so I’m going to need more clues before I can properly apologize for whatever my latest sin might be.




  “What’s going on?” she asks.




  I’m a little confused, because I feel it’s obvious what is going on. I’m drawing a mermaid and right now, she’s standing on it.




  “I’m drawing a mermaid, and would you mind stepping off of it?” I ask.




  “What’s going on with the cops?” she says, clearly frustrated at my stupidity, but at least she steps off my mural, after giving it a look of contempt. “They came by our apartment asking a lot of questions. Are you mixed up in something illegal again?”




  “No, no way, honey. They were here, too. It seems someone has done a few robberies and the cops want to see if there is some connection with me. It’s purely routine. They’re always hassling ex-cons like me.”




  “They already told me you’re their number one suspect.” She whispered the words so the people standing around and looking at my mural couldn’t overhear.




  “It’s nothing, don’t worry.”




  I attempt to give her a hug, but she turns sideways on me.




  “They about came out and say you did those robberies. And then they say they know I helped you get a job at the Captain’s Brigg, because Mario told them he hired you on my recommendation. So, then they say they had to wonder how else I was helping you. It felt like they were saying I was helping you commit robberies. Can you imagine how this makes me feel?”




  “They were fishing. It’s their job.”




  “Well, they act like they already caught the fish and it’s you, and maybe even me. This is awful.”




  “It’s nothing to worry about. I didn’t do those robberies.”




  She gives me a long, hard look that tells me she doesn’t believe me.




  “I hope you’re telling the truth, because I really couldn’t take it if you go back to prison again. If that happens then it’s going to be the end of us. I’m not kidding. I’m through waiting for my husband to grow up.”




  “Honey, the fact that I’m here at ArtSplash is proof I’ve changed. I finally got the message that a life of crime is a wasted life.”




  “You call this growing up?” She shakes her head. “This is a child’s game. Drawing pictures in the street is for children. You need to go back to school and learn a skill such as bookkeeping or dental hygiene so you can get a practical job with a good income. It’s time to give up these silly dreams of being an artist, because you’ll never make a penny from this.”




  She crunches her lips together and leans back like she is going to spit on my mural, but instead she makes a face.




  “You’re wrong about me never making money at this.”




  I’m both hurt and offended by what she said and I’m glad I have a wonderful comeback.




  “This rich couple hired me a few hours ago, to draw a mural at their home. So, I’m ready to accept your apology.”




  “What?” She asks. “Someone wants you to draw a mural? And they’re going to pay you for it?” She couldn’t have acted more amazed if you had told her space aliens had landed in downtown San Diego.




  “Yes, they’re paying me five hundred dollars.”




  “Five hundred dollars for this?”




  She looks down at my mermaid, and gives it a frown.




  “Five hundred dollars for this?” She repeats.




  “Yes, try not to sound so amazed. Kind of hurts my feelings.”




  “Why are you drawing a mermaid?”




  “I guess I like mermaids.”




  “You like them better than you like me?”




  “I don’t think I understand.”




  “I saw another artist drawing his wife. He must like his wife.”




  “How do you know it was his wife?”




  “Well, then his girlfriend,” she says, giving me an annoyed look for being so literal. “The point is he was drawing someone who was probably important to him. It might have been a nice thing for you to do. It would have, at least, been thoughtful. It would have at least shown me you cared.”




  “Look at her eyes. They’re exactly like yours, and the face. It's like yours. So, it’s you as a mermaid.” It was all bullshit, but I was hoping she would go for it.




  “So, you made me into a fish,” the outrage was in every syllable. “Nice, real nice.”




  “Next time I’ll do one of you not as a fish.”




  “It doesn’t matter. It’s not like you can hang it on a wall. If it was on canvass then at least you could take it with you, but they’re going to wash it down the street as soon as this dumb art show is over and there goes your art, right down the gutter and into the sewer.”




  “My art in the gutter and then the sewer. Nice Nancy, very nice.”




  “Kind of a waste when you think of it,” she added, ignoring my hurt feelings. “Nothing lasts forever but this won’t last a week.”




  “Well, at least, I’ll be paid for the mural I’m doing for the fundraiser.”




  “What sort of fundraiser?”




  “To ban offshore drilling.”




  I feel like a naughty boy about to get his peaches tanned, because I know Nancy is for drill, drill, drill.




  “Oh, you’re going to help send gas prices back up over five dollars.”




  “I don’t know a lot about offshore drilling, but I know it’s not good for the environment,” I say.




  “Fine, then when you have no gas to put in your Jeep, remember you and people like you, helped create the gas shortage.”




  “Look, I don’t want to argue. All I know is it’s a fundraiser and there are going to be a lot of important people there. It’s an opportunity for me to show off my art.”




  “And when is this stupid fundraiser?”




  “Monday.” I brace myself for what I know is about to come.




  “What about your real job?” She sounds like the prosecutor who sent me to prison two years ago.




  “I’ll work it out with Mario.”




  “Oh, you will, huh? The same Mario who doesn’t like you, and only gave you off today because you promised to work another day without pay? The same Mario you keep telling me is the biggest thief you have ever met, inside or outside of prison? Is that the Mario you’re talking about?”




  “What makes you say Mario doesn’t like me? Mario likes me, I think.”




  “Not when you keep asking for time off. Think about it. Was he happy when you asked for today off?”




  “No. That’s why I didn’t ask for Sunday off, too, even though ArtSplash lasts two days and most artists need two days to finish their drawings.”




  “So, what do you think his response will be when you ask him for another day off?”




  “Not good, I guess.”




  She lifted her hands to her face the way you do to cover up before the car you’re riding in hits a bridge abutment. She kept her hands there for a few dramatic moments and then let them drop to her side, limp and lifeless.




  “Do you know how this makes me look? Don’t you know, or care or even stop to think for a second what this will do to my reputation? I’m the one who helped get you that job. This will reflect badly on me.”




  “For god sakes, I’m only going to ask for a day off.”




  “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain.”




  “Sorry. I’m going to offer to make it up to Mario. If I have to work another day for free then I’ll do it. That should satisfy the blood sucker.”




  “Well, you can call him names if it makes you happy, but remember Mario was a good and kind Christian who took you in and gave you a second chance when someone else might not have.”




  “The only reason I got that job was because I agreed to work like a dog and to give him a kickback. He’s getting twenty percent of my estimated tips and his estimates are always on the high-end.”




  “I don’t believe that.”




  I told her about the kickback before and had gotten the same response. Mario could do no wrong and I could do no right. If it weren’t for the fact he was a fat, pudgy, little man and she was a born-again virgin, I would have thought they were sleeping together.




  “Don’t believe it then.”




  “Well, I don’t seem to be able to get through to you, but maybe God can. So, hurry up and finish here so we can get to church on time.”




  “I was hoping we could maybe skip church for tonight.”




  “Then, when are we supposed to go to church? You’re working Sunday morning so we can’t go then. Are we supposed to give up on God and church so you can draw pictures in the street?”




  I look down at the drawing of the mermaid and estimate it would take another three hours to make it the way I want, but since Nancy was standing there stamping her feet, this was as good as it was going to get.




  “No, of course not. God and church come first. Let’s go and confess my many sins.”




  What the hell, as Nancy said, it’s all going to be washed down the gutter when ArtSplash was over.




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 4




   




  It’s the day after ArtSplash and I’m up early in an effort to make amends with Mario. I arrive at work a half hour early, but Mario doesn’t even acknowledge my presence or my happy, “Good morning.”




  The rest of the morning and well into the afternoon I work my ass off in an effort to redeem myself in the eyes of Mario. Finally, the lunch crowd starts to thin and around 3:00 p.m. the last couple gets up and leaves the dining area. There is still the dinner crowd to face but they won’t start rolling in for another hour. I figure this is a good time to ask for Monday off.




  I approach Mario who is sitting in a booth with a cup of coffee and is preparing to add up the lunch hour receipts.




  “Busy day,” I say, making sure I have the broadest, friendliest smile I can manage.




  “It was busier yesterday,” Mario says, giving me a nasty look. “Could have used you yesterday.”




  “I’m sorry, Mario. ArtSplash was something very special for me and it only happens once a year. It really gave me a chance to showcase my talents.”




  “Drawing pictures on the sidewalk is what children do, not serious adults,” Mario says. He sounds like Nancy and for a moment I wonder if they have rehearsed their lines together.




  Mario picks up the first receipt from the pile of receipts. His hand hovers over his adding machine and he glances at me with an annoyed look that tells me I’m keeping him from important work. The whole scene reminds me of something, but I can’t quiet put my finger on it. Then it hits me, it’s like a scene out of the movie Scrooge where Ebenezer Scrooge complains when poor, downtrodden Bob Cratchit asks for Christmas day off. It was clear to me; as far as Mario was concerned, I was Bob Cratchit.




  “It’s what children do,” Mario repeats, a little louder and with a bit more edge to it.




  I look at this pudgy, little fat boy sitting there in front of me with a big, fat snarl on his face and I want nothing more than to bounce his head off the floor.




  “Mr. Ramirez, I got in early and worked real hard today because I wanted to make a good impression for you and to show you I’m a hard worker.” I hate myself for begging this idiot for a few precious moments of his time.




  “Another favor,” Mario falls back against the seat. Once more, the world has demonstrated all it wanted was to take advantage of this good man. “That’s what this is leading up to, isn’t it? Another favor?”




  “It’s important, or I wouldn’t ask. I need to take Monday off, but I’ll make it up to you. If you want me to work an extra day without pay I’ll do it.”




  Mario stares at me and starts thumping his fingers on the table. I get the impression he is trying to make some sort of decision. Then he nods to himself and his lips seem to say the word, “Yes” to whatever decision he was trying to make.




  “Mike, I’m going to have to let you go.”




  “You’re firing me for asking for a day off?” To say the least, I’m stunned.




  “It’s not that. I’m not happy you’re asking for a day off right after I gave you Saturday off, but it’s because the police came by asking questions about you. A lot of questions. Time-consuming questions. I have their cards here.” Mario takes two cards from his notebook and arranges them on the table in front of me. I glance at them and see the names for Detectives Green and Burton.




  “They’re trying to harass me.”




  “Well, unfortunately, in the process of harassing you they also harassed me. They say they are investigating three robberies that have taken place in the last two months since you got out of prison. They wanted to know if you were working at the time of the robberies and I had to search through a ton of paperwork to get them the answers. That alone took me thirty minutes and I spent another thirty minutes talking to them. That’s one hour out of my day. One hour in lost productivity. I can’t run a business giving away my time like this.”




  “I’m sorry, but I had nothing to do with those robberies.”




  “That’s what you say, but they seemed certain you did these robberies. In fact, they came right out and said you did them.”




  “They say I did them?” As far as I knew, cops couldn’t actually go around telling people someone did a crime unless they had the evidence, and even then, they referred to suspects as persons of interest.




  “Look, we run a respectable family-type business and I can’t have cops coming here because one of my employees is a thief. Well, let me rephrase. I don’t know if you are or aren’t a thief, but you're trouble. So, like I say before, you’re fired.”




  I lean down and place both hands on the table. I look at the stack of receipts, pick them up, and throw them in Mario’s face. Then I stand there tapping my fingers on the table, awaiting his reaction.




  The expression on Mario’s face turns from total disinterest to total amazement. I guess no one ever tossed a stack of receipts in his face. Then I take the adding machine and toss it across the dining room and it breaks into dozens of pieces against the wall. Then I take the coffee cup and tip it over onto his lap.




  I lean closer to Mario until my face is inches from his.




  “Look you slimy maggot, I didn’t do those robberies, and I don’t care what you think.” I say it in a low, calm, non-dramatic fashion, like the way you do in prison when you don’t want the guards overhearing a confrontation you want to keep private.




  “Let me up,” Mario pleads, and there’s terror in his voice, which gives me the type of satisfaction non-Neanderthal males would never understand.




  I stand aside to make way for Mario.




  I see out of the corner of my eye that some of the other waiters and some of the help from the kitchen have come to see what’s going on. Some are smiling.




  “I don’t want to call the police,” Mario says, standing up and moving at the speed of light towards the cash register at the front of the restaurant. He picks up the phone.




  “No need for the police.”




  “Please leave,” Mario says, but in a polite, quite manner. “I think that would be best for everyone.”




  “First, pay me the money you owe me for today.”




  “But you were going to work an extra day for free, because I gave you yesterday off,” he says, his old cheapskate persona reasserting itself.




  “I changed my mind.” I walk across the room to the register, clenching my fists.




  “Okay, okay,” he says. He opens the cash register, counts out seventy-seven dollars for my seven dollar and seventy cent hourly rate, and hands it to me.




  “I also changed my mind about giving you twenty percent of my tips.” I take out the one hundred and thirty five dollars I made in tips today and add the seventy-seven dollars to that, making sure to let Mario see the money.




  “Now, please go,” he says, still being polite and plaintive.




  “Okay.” I walk out of the Captain’s Brigg for the last time, ready to start my new life as an up and coming chalk artist.




   




   




   




  




  Chapter 5




   




  “You got fired!” Nancy yells the moment I arrive home to our nasty little apartment with its drab furniture and walls that haven't been painted in a decade.




  "Yeah," I say, wondering how she knew that.




  “You got fired from a job an orangutan in the zoo could do,” she says, the words exploding from her mouth like bullets aimed at my heart.




  “Yeah, I’m a dumb orangutan," I say, reconciled to receiving the verbal ass kicking that she is so good at administering. "How did you find out?”




  “Mario told me. He called and says when he fired you that you acted like you were going to kill him. So now he is really mad at me for having talked him into hiring you and is going to find another bookkeeping service to do his books. So, you got me fired, too.”




  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you problems.” I feel like a bad little boy, and honest to god I hang my head in shame. How the mighty have fallen, I think to myself. How did I even end up like some pussy whipped husband shaking in his boots? Is this really the life I wanted for myself? Why didn’t I tell her to take her bitchy, all-condemning attitude and shove it where the sun don’t shine?




  “I told you not to ask for another day off,” she screams, her eyes squinting like a prize fighter moving in for the kill. “Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I?” The words were tossed at me like a one-two combination. Bam, bam.




  “Well I don’t recall the exact words. I don’t think you said not to. I think you said Mario wouldn’t like it.”




  “I told you not to let your stupid dreams of becoming a world famous artist get in the way of reality. You were supposed to put your nose to the grindstone and do your best to make a new life for both of us. That’s why I waited for you during the two, long years you were in prison. That’s the only reason I waited for you. You promised to change and I was a fool to have believed you.”




  “I thought you waited because you loved me.”




  “Please don’t play the poor, little boy nobody loves.” She picks up a magazine from an end table and throws it at me. It rather reminds me of what I had just done with Mario’s receipts and adding machine. Fortunately, there is no coffee nearby, because I’m sure that would have come my way, too.




  “I’ve had it with all your promises. I can’t take this anymore. After two years in prison you haven’t changed one iota.”




  “Honey, I didn’t get fired because I asked for a day off. Those two detectives who questioned you were also asking questions about me at the Captain’s Brigg. Mario says he doesn’t want the police coming by and that’s why he fired me, but he should have known that could happen since I’m on parole.”




  She stops her hysterics for a moment and gives me a hard look.




  “They seem pretty confident you did those robberies? Why? Why are they so confident? Why? That’s what I want to know? What aren’t you telling me?”




  “I don’t know why they’re so confident, but they’re going to find out I had nothing to do with those robberies.”




  “Mike, I love you,” she says, her demeanor suddenly changing from an avenging angel to that of a tired, beaten down woman. “I wouldn’t have stayed with you a day if I didn’t, but there’s only so much I can take. This is the final straw. I can’t live in your fantasy world any longer.”




  “I’m not living in a fantasy world. I’ve been working hard to make an honest dollar, and even though that doesn’t amount to a lot of dollars, they’re honest dollars. And as far as becoming an artist, I mostly did that in my off hours, and by the way, becoming an artist isn’t all fantasy. I’m about to be paid five hundred dollars for a mural. That has to count for something.”
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