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STONE FACES
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I hate when people interrupt me while I’m working. Especially when they come to arrest me. And I was in such a groove too.


“Ms. Radicci?”


“Yeah?”


“This is John O’Bannon, US Marshall. We would like to speak to you for a moment.”


“Uh, what about?”


“We’ll explain after you let us in.”


I turn to the living room behind me and watch it spin. Federal Marshals? What the hell do they want with me? From what I understand they handle prisoners, protect the courts, and serve warrants. Oh shit. They’re going to arrest me for putting Ethan Weisz in the hospital and killing two of his stooges. Wait. Can they do that?


I slam my fist to the wall.


“Ms. Radicci.”


I press the enter button that releases a light buzz. I open the door and straighten my tank and pants. Paint covers my hands and arms, probably my face too. 


I notice that I left the music on. I walk over to the stereo and pause the Sonic Youth CD. Someone knocks at the unlocked door. I rush over on my bare feet and open it. Two men stand outside wearing pants, polo shirts, and blue jackets with a star on the breast and the letters USMS underneath. Both of the white guys in their thirties hold out their badges and IDs. Looks like they’re with SOG – Special Operations Group.


“I’m O’Bannon,” the one with the scruffy face says. “And this is Daniel Carpenter." O’Bannon suppresses a yawn. Maybe they’ve been up all night. At least they sent over cute ones. Carpenter stands out more with his clean face, baby blue eyes, and wedding ring.


“They look real,” I say, pointing to the badges.


They pocket them. O’Bannon says, “Are you an authority in spotting fake ones?”


“Come in,” I say, backing up. “When I was little my Dad showed me how to spot a fake badge.”


“Michael Radicci, correct?” Carpenter asks.


I’m sure they researched my dad’s long history as a career criminal and his time in jail. 


“Yeah,” I say. “Is this about him?”


“No.”


I stop in the middle of the loft, my workspace to my left and the living room area to my back. The Marshals stand a few feet away from me with the kitchen and two bedrooms behind them. I try to keep my breath and heart calm. O’Bannon trains his cold-eyed stare on mine while Carpenter turns his head around the apartment and takes everything in.


“Speaking of your father,” O’Bannon says. “Have you seen him lately?”


“I haven’t seen my father in a few years.”


“You still have that lawsuit against him? He stole money from you?”


“That’s right. My mother, too. There are warrants out on them,” I say. “I thought this had nothing to do with my father.”


“We’re curious if you know where he is.”


“Not a clue. So can we cut through the crap? Why are you here?” I ask. “I got lots of work today.”


Both men glance at my work area, nod their heads, and give me back their attention. “Anthony Radicci has escaped from the Federal Penitentiary in Brooklyn as of 2:30 AM on September 4th.”


Uncle Tony’s serving ten years for counterfeiting. Well, he was as of last night.


“Okay.” I shrug.


“Is he here, Ms. Radicci?” O’Bannon asks.


“No,” I say, locking on his eyes. I hold back a smile. I’m so proud I can tell an authority figure the truth for once.


“Do you mind if we search the apartment?”


“Condo. Sure.”


O’Bannon turns to Carpenter and nods his head. The married marshal checks the bedrooms behind him first.


“How did he escape?” I ask.


“Where were you on the morning of September 4th?”


“Here. Sleeping.”


“Can anyone verify that?”


“No. My grandfather has been out of town the last few weeks. I live with him.”


“No friends or boyfriend?”


“No. Well, I had a friend over last night - the night of the 3rd -  but she left before eleven. She has a curfew.”


He takes out a notepad. “This friend’s name?”


“Miranda Cohn.” I give him the address of the Elite building on 55th Street where she lives.


“No apartment number?” he asks.


Carpenter goes up the loft stairs to Grandpa’s bedroom.


“No apartment number. Just go to the receptionist and ask for her. Mention my name, she’ll come down.”


If how Miranda lives seems weird to O’Bannon, it doesn’t show in his face.


“And your grandfather, Blaise Radicci. Where’s he at?”


“He’s been at an old friend’s place in Brooklyn. I don’t know the address but I have it written down.”


“If you could please get it.”


I walk to the kitchen and open the side counter drawer. I take out the pad where Grandpa wrote the address of his friend Tom McLaughlin. I walk back to O’Bannon and read the address off to him. “I think it’s in Coney Island,” I say.


Carpenter comes back down and stops at our sides. “Clean,” he says.


O’Bannon nods. 


“Have you heard from your Uncle, Ms. Radicci?” O’Bannon asks.


“No. A few months ago I stopped visiting him. We had a...disagreement.”


He nods like it’s no big deal. He must have checked the visitor’s records before he came here.


“About what?” he asks. “This disagreement.”


About him not telling me how to find an illegal gun dealer. Instead I say, “It’s personal.”


“Did he ask you to help break him out?”


“No,” I say. “Besides, how would I know how to break someone out of prison? I’m just an artist.”


“So what did you say the disagreement was about?”


“I didn’t. I said it’s personal,” I say, holding back my annoyance.


O’Bannon reaches inside his jacket and hands me a card. “If you should come in any kind of contact with your uncle we ask that you please call us.”


I take the card and pocket it. “Or risk going to jail.”


“Exactly.”


“Couldn’t I just go to the car you’ll have parked across the street watching me if I have any news?” I ask.


They keep stone faces against my smirk.
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DISTANCE
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I close the door after the Marshals, slam my back to it, and say, “Shit.” I rush to the coffee table where I left my cell phone, dial Grandpa’s number, and listen to it ring.


“C’mon,” I say, pacing the living room.


It goes to voice mail. I wait for the outgoing message to finish then say, “Grandpa, it’s me. Please call me back as soon as you can. This is way important. Uncle Tony broke out of prison.”


I disconnect the call, sit on the couch, and stare at the phone. Minutes drag by. Why isn’t the phone ringing back?


I redial the number and let it ring. Again, it goes to voice mail.


“Shit!”
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WHEN QUESTIONS CONTROL THE BODY
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I don’t sleep. How can I? Instead I keep my phone close to my side, call Grandpa every thirty minutes, and surf the Internet. I search for stories on Uncle Tony. Nothing. Not one mention of his breakout last night on any news service. Maybe he’s no big deal. He’s not a serial killer, mobster, or high profile. He’s just another career criminal who made a living at what he does best: making fake money. He’s so good that the Feds offered to reduce his time to ten years if he would help them find other counterfeiters. No, he didn’t rat his friends out, he just shared some of his trade secrets, like he shared with me on how to make fake driver’s licenses on the computer. 


So why would he break out now? He only had six years left to go. Shit, if I wasn’t such a bitch to him last April I would probably know. No. He wouldn’t have told me if he was planning something. He loves me too much. He would want to keep me out of trouble.


I step away from the desktop computer and sit on my bed. My leg bounces on the floor. I cross my arms. I need to calm down. I walk to the dresser and pull off the bottle of whiskey. I pop out the cork and take a swig. The yellow liquid burns down my throat. Immediately I feel the calm. I shouldn’t be drinking. For the last few weeks I’ve been back on Novalexia, the drug that cuts down the physical affects of my psychic visions. But...shit! 


I leave the bedroom – with the bottle and phone – and enter the living room. I stop at the easel and reach out for a paintbrush. My hand pulls back: empty. Back at the couch, I place the phone on the table and pick up the remote. I turn on the television and flip through the few hundred cable channels...three times.


Turning off the television, I take a drink and try calling Grandpa again. Voicemail. 


“Grandpa, when you hear this, please call me back. Please,” I whisper.


Disconnect the call, take another swig, and curl up on the couch. Grandpa used to call me almost everyday, but as the weeks went on, the calls became sparse. Towards the end I was the one doing the calling.


I tip to the side and rest my head on the pillow. I finally find a bit of comfort in the whiskey and the fetal position. 
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SMALL TREASURES
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A headache and a dry mouth wake me up the next morning. The clock on the wall says 7:23 AM. I must have passed out from drinking and got two hours of sleep last night. Hooray for alcoholism. Finally something good came from it.


I ease up onto my butt and wait for the room to stop spinning. On my feet, I shuffle to the shower. The cold water wakes me up. I skip the soap since I’m still wearing yesterday’s clothes. I turn off the water, strip off the wet clothes, and towel myself dry.


Dressed and with my saddlebag on, I take the pad where Grandpa wrote Tom McLaughlin’s address, and leave the condo.
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SEVERE EYES
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I take the 4 train and then the N to Mermaid in Brooklyn. I haven’t been here since Corey was alive. We used to check out the Mermaid Parade and head off to the rides and the beach afterwards. Nothing much has changed as I walk down the few blocks to 19th Street. Corner stores, houses built over single car garages, red and brick apartment buildings, and giant murals painted on the sides of them. 


I find 19th Street and the building. It’s an art deco postwar structure with four floors. It probably doesn’t have an elevator. McLaughlin’s apartment number is 4D. My head still feels fucked and my body stretched, but I’m going to have to rough it up the stairs. 


I pass a line of old women in house dresses and coats sitting on lawn chairs in front of the building. A few of them eye me like an animal sizing up prey while others share a pleasant smile. I nod and grin at all of them and climb up the stairs.


A brick holds open the door to the building. Maybe the ladies don’t bring their keys with them. The metal might weigh down their dresses and flash some skin. A girl has to be careful not to get raped. I stop at the mailboxes. 4D has the name Berman under it.


I walk up the wide staircase and try to fight off the bad feeling brewing in my gut. Televisions and music echoes from down the halls, mixing with the sounds of my boots slapping the marble. I reach the forth floor, step up to the apartment, and knock.


“Who is it,” a woman asks.


“Hi. I’m looking for a Tom McLaughlin.”


“Who?” she asks.


“Tom McLaughlin. I’m the granddaughter of his friend Blaise Radicci. He’s supposed to be here.”


“Who let you in?”


“The door was open,” I say. “Please. Can I speak with you? I...I can’t find my grandfather and...” I cover my mouth as my throat chokes.


Two locks and a chain move inside and the door opens. The white middle-aged woman leans on crutches. I notice the curlers in her hair and her foot in a cast.


“I’m so sorry to disturb you,” I say. “Are you related to Tom?”


“No. There’s no Tom McLaughlin here.”


“What? No. There must be some mistake.” I show her the paper. “He wrote this address down before he left to see him last month. They were friends in the army and Grandpa came here to take care of him for a while.”


“I’m sorry, girly. But I’ve been living here for three years. By myself.”


I throw my head back and sigh. “Oh, my God.” I take out my phone and pull up the pictures stored in it. I show her the selfie of Grandpa and I from a few months ago.


“This man here,” I say. “You haven’t seen him?”


“This the fella who was supposed to come here and take care of a Mr. McLaughlin?”


“Yes.”


“Nope. Never seen him.”


I pocket the phone and the paper.


“I’m sorry to bother you.”


“You going?” she asks.


“Yeah.”


“Do me a favor and take the brick from the door. I hate when those yentas do that. One of these days someone is going to get robbed or raped.”
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LITTLE BIT OF TRUTH





[image: ]








Back home, I shuffle to the kitchen and take a bottle of water from the fridge. I guzzle half of it, suffer the freezer burn in my throat, and then call Grandpa’s phone again. It rings and rings and...


“No fucking answer,” I scream. 


I throw my arm but not the phone. God how I wish I could smash it. But if he calls back...


Why would Grandpa give me a bogus address? He friggin’ lied. Even when he called to check up on me everyday he was lying. After all the times he would give me shit for lying to him he goes and does this. Lies right to my face the day he told me about his friend being sick and having to take care of him since he saved his life in the war. 


“Okay,” I whisper, lowering my arms and taking deep breaths. If Grandpa lied about seeing a fake friend, then where has he been the last month? And does it have something to do with Uncle Tony?


Okay, okay, okay. Too many questions and not enough answers. I need to start with what I know. Tom McLaughlin.


I place the half-filled bottle of water on the island table and go to my bedroom. I sit at the desktop and open up the Internet explorer. I do a search on Tom McLaughlin and Brooklyn, New York. A lot of useless hits come up. Some of them have nothing to do with the man or Brooklyn. But I do find a white pages listing. He did live at 19th Street, Apt 4D in Brooklyn. Was that Berman woman lying to me? I do a search on the White Pages site just to be sure. After I hit enter, I find the same address. He could have moved though. And if he moved out of state I’m probably going to get thousands of hits for Tom McLaughlin. Or...


I enter the Social Security Death Index and do the same search. I find him. Tom McLaughlin died in Brooklyn three years ago. He was sixty-four years old at the time of his death. So he could have been a real person that Grandpa knew. They could even have been in the army together. But why say he was going to see him?
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LETTERS
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I’m rarely inside Grandpa’s room. Sure, I’ve been in there a few times, but just to give him his mail or bring him up food whenever he was sick. Not that he doesn’t want me in there, just that I respect his privacy. I stand at the door and scan around. He left it neat. The bed made with sharp corners. The dresser holds an arrangement of deodorants, colognes, medications, and vitamins. Medications.


I walk over to the dresser and pick up his pills that are supposed to lower his cholesterol. I open the bottle. Just two pills. The prescription has three more refills. He could have just brought the refill with him and left the two pills for when he comes back. If he comes back. 


A footlocker at the end of his bed holds all of Grandpa’s personal possessions. His history, private moments, and memories. I’ve only seen the inside of it once when he showed me Grandma’s journals. I’m going to have to see it again.


I kneel down at the locker and open it. Luckily there’s no lock to pick. Not that that would have been a problem. I neatly inspect the items inside and place them on the floor at my side. Cigar boxes filled with baseball cards and bottle caps, plastic bag-covered issues of Time magazine covering historical events, army helmet with a bullet hole in it, Grandma’s journals, bundles of old letters, a box of large caliber bullets (probably for an assault rifle he had in the war), and a small wooden box. I open it and find a piece of paper and three medals. I think one of them is a purple heart. The note reads:
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