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Tragic flaw (n) 1913: a defect in character that brings about the downfall of the hero of a tragedy
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Chapter 1



Youthful laughter permeates the old neighborhood on an unseasonably sultry winter day. Three-story homes and greening arbors line the streets on either side. The homes’ aged and stately appearances clash with the sounds of adolescence. Older model cars dot College Avenue here and there. Most are well kept, washed and waxed, and parked close enough to the curb as to avoid the all too infamous sideswipe. Others lack hubcaps, or sport more than one tone—black and taupe, for instance—certainly not what the manufacturer intended.

Still others lack tires, or have been clasped with city-owned clamps that prevent them from doing what they’re meant to do. Of course they’re American made. Names like Buick, Ford, and Oldsmobile are commonplace. More than one flatbed truck lives here, and is used here, often to haul in bicycles that require assembly, or to haul out sofas when excuses no longer dissuade eager landlords.

The gold and red masonry of the homes stands strong in the face of frail innocence. The dwellings are seemingly paternal in essence, standing watch over tomorrow’s dearest. Visible black bars of iron cover nearly every window on the ground level, hinting at unforeseen perils and dangers that might thrive in this community.

Most sidewalks are well swept, but a few could use sprucing up. They very often resemble the tidiness of the vehicles parked just in front of them. Wrappers with words like Coca-Cola, Jolly Ranchers, and Coors, and other colorful plastics with various titles are seen in gutters, not everywhere, but more than enough.

A single ringing gunshot is heard while children are at play. Nothing uncommon for this neighborhood, so the youth continue their games in the thick humid air. Some, mostly girls, are tossing rocks on quadrangles and hopping on unsteady feet. Others, sweaty boys in T-shirts and dirty blue jeans, thrust outstretched hands toward still others, boys and girls who flee as if their pursuers wished to transmit smallpox or leprosy. Several girls, not quite nubile, twirl opposing ropes as a single entrenched participant leaps in a battle against the encircling cords. Her laughter is infectious, as her beaded locks frolic about and sweat drips from her brow. They’re clad in cut-rate shorts and tank tops with waning hues of pink and lavender, and off-white sandals that have had their fair share of rope jumping and inner-city jaunts. The other two partakers giggle with her and against her. They’re not new to this game; they have played it many times. Each time it is pleasurable. The summertime weather beckons, even though it is only February. Another gunshot rings out, echoing against the urban edifices. There’s still no reaction from the playing preteens as they chuckle and skip.

They have songs and chants and rhymes that usually accompany their rope exercise, but not this time. This time it’s more serious. The middle combatant is a champion, and her compatriots wish to dethrone her. Even still, her feet seem to be magnetically repelled by the ground and the ropes. They smack the hot turf methodically while avoiding the merest brush with the composite twine.

A graying grandmother exits her front door and comes to sit idle on her stoop, observing the ever-changing world through wise, time-tested eyes. She has been a witness to Jackie Robinson’s first base hit, lynchings, riots, and space travel. She’s seen the persecution of quadroons and conversely, the invalidation of age-old taboos. She, perhaps unlike others her age, has no fear of dying.

Her faded floral housecoat and matching slippers appear as aged as she, and her brown, wrinkled, and calloused hands offer a glimpse into the difficult life she has led. Lovely roses of all colors begin to bloom in her yard, fooled by the early ninety-degree day. She has diligently tended to these flowers for years.

The glowing sun fights through the scattered clouds. Baby blue occupies the sky. Undeterred yellow beams of light strike the pavement. It is un-doubtedly a beautiful day.

A beam catches one young lass’s light-brown eyes and long lashes, enhancing both, as she twirls her end of the two ropes with coffee-colored hands. Sweaty palms grasp the cordage as she fights to hold on.

Family gatherings bring the aroma of mesquite and charred beef and pork. Third generations are ordered to perform songs and dances for first generations. It’s tradition on days like this. And with weather so lovely in the dead of winter, all wish to take advantage of it.

A badly lit mom-and-pop corner store sees a steady stream of at least three generations during the day and well into the night. The neighborhood’s rambunctious kids are sustained with consistently stocked shelves of licorice and hot pickles.

Middle-aged and sturdy fix-it men in tattered coveralls stop by for D batteries, seventy five-watt light bulbs, nails, and flathead compatible screws kept on dusty wooden racks. They chat briefly with the owner about how their home team could go all the way if they just had a decent secondary and some semblance of a pass rush. Well-known rummies fall in for the inexpensive lagers and two-dollar bottles of vino stored in lukewarm refrigerator units.

A cool breeze blows. A crackle of thunder interrupts the melodic chuckles, yet the play goes on. The flow of business at the bazaar is uninterrupted. A burnt-out drunk with a hardened face pours worthless suds from this empty beer bottle onto the sidewalk. He then asks the neighborhood’s young hustlers for spare change, and they in turn laugh at him, as always. The abodes, while casting a regal shadow of protection on the area’s most precious resource, hide a secret.

For just a few feet away, one turn to the left, a few paces down, and yet another swivel the opposite way, then down an alley where vermin reside and slime and sludge congregate, lies a dying shell. It is the shell of a man. The dying, bleeding shell of a man. That ringing shot was no accident. It has hit its mark.

Key aspects of his chest are absent. Maroon solution cascades down the side of his torso in a slow waterfall of despair and anguish.

Yet the children’s laughter is still heard, ignorant that it fills the ears of the perishing, who is in no need of its sardonic prodding. The burgundy life force pools just beneath its reluctant spring. The giggling intensifies and is ubiquitous as the clouds open and it begins to rain. A mad scramble is made to every step, stoop, doorway, door, foyer, and elsewhere.

The stray yellow beams of light have been overwhelmed by the dark gray coming of the rain.

The relentless drops splash in the unsuspecting red sauce, pounding the man’s body, which at this point has no say in the matter. Yet, sirens can be heard in the background. There is hope for him, as the rain pours. The sudden precipitation makes an overwhelming SSSHHHH sound as it coats everything in what appears to be insurmountable moisture.

The man wears exquisite garb from the Old World. Fine lines, evenly stitched, and thread counts in the hundreds, position themselves along sinewy flesh. The stench of forthcoming death lingers as his eyelids flutter. His breathing is weak and faint.

The brilliant powder-blue mainstay of his soaked shirt contrasts sharply with poignant crimson lines that intersect throughout it. Midnight-colored trousers, also of the Italian peninsula, rest comfortably on the drenched and ever more dampening pavement. The man’s slip-on onyx loafers lie fixed in a conflicting state, pointing directly at each other in a supple and unsightly way.

Zeus is restless. The rain pounds it all. The man’s black blazer now functions as a colander for heaven’s tears. His earth-tone hands and fingers, furrowed by the wetness, are bent in awkward positions. The fingers twitch as if communicating via sign language prior to what looks like an inevitable trip to the spirit world. His eyes become securely closed, looking as if he is simply napping as the sirens get louder and closer. The lines on his face display a few years, but not many.

He would look peaceful, if it weren’t for his contorted posture and weather-beaten exterior. His frame becomes cold, losing any inkling of heat or energy. Rivers of waste and other remnants are washed to the man by the driving rain.

Rubbish, like shattered glass held together by sticky labels, begins to gather near his feet. Used condoms collect fittingly near his midsection; his body locked in a fetal position. All things urban are flushed toward this once proud man, who now finds himself a filter for a city’s precipitation and refuse.

And still, the blood pours. It gathers, and then is dispersed by the rain into several streams that flow down the black glossy alleyway in an artistic display. It is fluid artwork that has decorated ghettos the world over. This medium, unlike colored pencils or pastel chalk, is the medium that keeps Hell engorged with uncaring youth and malevolent adults.

An expiring heart pumps faintly in a rain-soaked alley.

But blaring sirens near. All is not lost.








Chapter 2



Bullion barbs, approximately one hundred symmetrically aligned, millimeters in width, protrude from a focal point of gold. The entire mass rotates and reflects the radiant sunlight of the cloudless day.

The twenty-four-inch disk is accompanied by three clones in flanking positions, as they all support the weight of a large, pearl-white sport utility vehicle and its driver, currently en route.

The rotation of the SUV’s Ohio-made rims is hypnotic. Nothing that big should be that gold. The oyster exterior is luminous. Not a speck nor smudge defiles its brilliance.

Its large black tires hug the Thirty-First Street concrete intimately, as if a love affair had been brewing since the new model left the showroom floor.

The driver is ever vigilant of potholes, swerving carefully to avoid them.

The scenery is bleak. Urban blight festers. Names crossed out in graffiti mark the deceased. On any given day, gunplay can make this place look like the Gaza Strip, or some Israeli settlement on the outskirts of the West Bank, except there’s no “Breaking Coverage,” no Wolf Blitzer, and no international outcry. Regardless, cashaholic militants carry out an assortment of transactions and will not hesitate to let Teflon-coated lead fly with the fervor of religious zealots. They’ll die for this shit.

Corner after corner, someone’s uncle chugs cheap wine and cheaper beer in an attempt to drown his sorrows, but in the ghetto they know how to tread water well. This while someone else’s sister solicits every other blue-collar Joe and white-collar Jonathon.

“Hey! Hey, baby!” one clad in cherry hot pants screams to the SUV’s driver, trying to flag him down. Her hazel eyes and delicate skin are appealing, but he’s focused, and her call goes unnoticed.

The driver’s path is fixed. Avenue after avenue, he continues without making a single turn, avoiding stray dogs and children fresh from summer school on this late June day. Empty brick buildings with broken windows abound.

There are signs of commerce, though. Aside from the open-air cash dealings for illegal narcotics, liquor stores, fast-food restaurants, pawnshops, pager shops, and check cashing businesses flourish here.

Residents of this once up-and-coming middle-class community poison their livers with fermented fruits and vegetables, then continue the self-imposed genocide by poisoning their bellies with high-fat, high-calorie fare. It’s readily available and a little too convenient.

And yet the gold rims keep spinning.

The driver, clean-shaven and bald, sips expensive cognac from a red plastic cup. Bass lines from rap music send vibrations throughout the truck’s peanut butter leather interior, causing the rear view mirror to shake and shimmy.

His tiny metallic digital phone rings. He grabs it from the center console, looks at the device’s caller identification box, notices the number, and decides not to answer it, tossing it onto the passenger seat.

He takes another sip of his aged libation, hints of vanilla and oak escaping from the cup.

“Uuhh,” he says, as his full lips curl. The drink is strong, but it’s good.

Life in this neighborhood is enough to make anybody drink cordials during the middle of the day, the driver thinks to himself.

After making a right turn on Jackson Avenue and cruising several blocks, the driver pulls in front of a home and stops. He steps out of the truck. His light-blue alligator boots gently kiss the pavement. His blue, short-sleeved Australian-made sweater is intricately woven into eye-catching patterns. It matches his boots to a tee, as well as the picturesque sky above.

He crosses the street and comes before a white, one-story gated house watched by several surveillance cameras. It is extremely clean and well kempt, especially for this part of town.

He pushes a buzzer on an intercom. His diamond-encrusted, European-made watch glimmers in the sunshine. The princess cuts catch and display every color in the rainbow with their many facets. It seems to say, bliiiing. The time is 4:06 p.m.

A low male voice answers the driver’s page, and asks professionally over the intercom, “Who is it?”

“Cicero,” the driver answers, as he takes another sip from his plastic cup.

With a loud buzz, the gate, pulled by a rusty chain, begins to open, retracting to the left.

Cicero slowly walks in, and the gate begins closing behind him, making an obnoxious clanking noise. He takes one last swig of his auburn beverage and discards his red cup right in the front lawn. There’s nothing else in the yard, and the cup stands out in the manicured emerald grass.

The electronic eyes follow his progress from the gate to the covered porch. Bars cover the windows.

Men’s voices can be heard, muffled, emanating from within the house. The door is unlocked. Knowing this, Cicero turns the brass knob and walks in.

The place smells like a mixture of rancid marijuana smoke and fruity air fresheners plugged into the outlets, but it is immaculate.

White coats everything: white carpet, a white leather sofa and matching loveseat, white stereo equipment, a white marble-based coffee table with a glass top. Yet the stylish purity clashes subtly with the black African art that decorates the walls, not to mention the mannish and outlandish speech coming from a back room.

One rendering, framed in black wood, hangs above the sofa and features a black, bare-chested tribesman embracing his African queen, whose full breasts are exposed. It’s huge, running the length of the long white sofa. In the background is the enchanting Serengeti. The chiseled sunburned peaks in the distance further emphasize the softness of the tribesman’s bronze female.

Cicero eyes it, as he has many times, and just for a split second longs to be the man in the painting.

A sculpture of a woman stands nearly four feet and is situated to the left of the loveseat near a long hallway. The full figure and bouffant tresses give away the piece’s ethnicity as its back arches and its hands are raised toward heaven as if giving praise to the Almighty.

A black-and-white still shot of Billie Holiday with her signature botanical adornment hangs over the love seat. The framed work beautifully depicts the elegant songstress’ defined cheekbones, fine lips, and long flirtatious lashes. Her spread fingers, reacting to the heart-pounding offbeat jazz rhythms, make her hands appear to be in flight. Her lace-trimmed blouse is billowy. She is floating.

Mirrors, lined with white accents, are everywhere. The image of the large oil painting of the loving couple is bounced back and forth all over the wide living room, as is that of our elongated inanimate lady.

Cicero bends down and removes his boots, placing them right next to a pair of brand-new sneakers. This Japanese-based tradition of shoe removal, as requested by the homeowner, is a sign of respect. It is also what keeps the carpet the color of pure cocaine. Tan work boots and colorful tennis shoes line the wall to the left of the front door all the way to the towering white entertainment center that holds the state-of-the-art stereo system (also white) and the corresponding flat-screen plasma television.

“Shoot the fucking dice,” one man says as Cicero walks down the hallway to the source of the hostility. His white socks blend perfectly into the plush Berber carpet, leaving size eleven footprints in his wake.

Cicero enters a back bedroom that has been converted into a recreation room of sorts. Five men occupy it. Four are kneeling. It’s a crap game.

High stakes. Three thousand gets you a side bet. Four thousand gets you in the game.

“Man, will you stop shaking the fuckin’ dice and just shoot,” one heavily tattooed man says to another who also bears ink, in a frank and quite unfriendly tone. Twin jade serpents intertwine on his right forearm. His hair is tightly braided in straight parallel lanes.

“Chill out, mothafucka,” the young dice holder says as he jostles the red die in his right hand. His left supports the weight of his kneeling body. “The sooner I shoot them the sooner you lose your money, asshole, so you better be happy I’m taking my fuckin’ time,” he says with a sinister smile on his face, exposing the gold and diamonds in his mouth. A Spanish inscription in Old English letters runs permanently down the back of his left arm: El Hijo del Diablo.

“Come on, mothafucka, I got shit to do,” says another larger man in a black T-shirt, who has an intricate dragon with red eyes and green highlights spanning from his arm all the way up to the middle of his neck. He’s extremely overweight.

One man is silently kneeling, looking on with intense eyes, hundred-dollar bills crumpled in his hand. An ink-inscribed name, “V-Dog,” written in cursive letters, draws attention to the bulging bicep on his right arm. He has more than ten tattoos: names, abstract patterns, animals.

His dark-blue denim jeans and matching button-down shirt are heavily starched. His creases are rigid. He briefly glances up at Cicero with cold dark eyes, then looks back at the inactive dice holder.

Besides the men, the room is empty; half of it is uncarpeted, exposing hardwood parquet floors. It’s perfect for tumbling dice. A very small stereo speaker pokes out of the wall near the door. The underground hip-hop music is tremendously clear, not too earsplitting.

The man with the rhombus crystals obscuring his teeth gives the dice one last good shake, then lets them fly out of his hand. They crash against the bottom of the wall, near the corner, and slide back toward the gambling quartet. One die stops before the other, showing three ecru circles. The second continues to roll, brushes one man’s foot, then stops, displaying a total of…

“Seven,” the shooter yells with excitement, quickly grabbing twelve thousand dollars and sweeping it behind him into an already large, mint-green pile becoming ever more virescent by the minute.

“Fuck,” the large man says, as he reaches into his pocket for a fresh four thousand to get back into the game. The shooter is hot, and his three opponents are down a total of twenty-four thousand dollars.

“I’m out,” says V-Dog. He’s disgusted and feeling nauseous. He had planned on breaking everybody else and copping some soft. Now he’s the broke one, and T.J., the lucky-ass dude with all his money, is talking shit.

“What’s wrong, V-Dog?” the fresh-faced T.J. asks. “You all out of dough?” Everyone else in the room laughs.

V-Dog just looks at him, expressionless.

“Check it out, I’ll front you four gees so you can stay in the game, V-Dog,” a grinning T.J. says, and adds, “with one hundred fifty percent interest, mothafucka!” The room again erupts into laughter.

V-Dog looks unamused, and the other three men continue the game without him.

A fifth, dark-skinned man dressed in all black sits in a white, modern, art-deco half-moon chair. He’s the homeowner. He looks up at Cicero and gives him a cool nod.

“Hey, what’s up with you, Warren?” Cicero asks with his deep voice as he begins to count out three-thousand dollars so he can get some side bet action.

“Just chillin’, man,” Warren responds. “Tryin’ to maintain.”

“I heard that,” Cicero replies.

He’s feeling lucky, and T.J., his friend, is on fire. So why not bet on him, Cicero thinks.

T.J. rolls the dice again. No seven, but it’s still a good roll.

“What’s your point, T.J.?” Cicero asks.

“What’s crackin’, C? My point eight, and I’m straight,” he answers with a smile. His mouth brightens the room in a burst of light and sparkles.

“I bet he hits that eight,” Cicero says to Warren, and as he does, he hears a dog barking loudly from outside.

Cicero, looking puzzled, says to the homeowner, “I didn’t know you had a pit.”

Warren, who isn’t shooting dice, just observing, laughs. It’s low and brief. He takes a puff from his freshly rolled joint.

“I don’t,” he says, exhaling a plume of thick cannabis smoke.

Cicero looks even more confused. Surely he has a pit bull, he ponders.

Warren then slowly rises out of his chair with a slight grunt. His potbelly weighs him down, but his jewel-encrusted timepiece makes him look like royalty. The chrome face, with its sweeping second hand, is flooded with yellow baguettes, and aquamarine sapphires surround the perimeter. He gets to his feet and walks out the room, motioning for Cicero to follow.

He does.

They walk through the bare kitchen to a back door. Warren slips on a pair of raggedy, navy-blue house shoes and opens the deadbolt lock with a key retrieved from deep within his jeans pocket.

The light-brown pine door opens and Cicero eyes the most massive canine he has ever seen.

“It’s a Presa Canario,” Warren declares, smiling proudly. “Fuck a pit bull.”

The two step outside and proceed closer. Warren jokingly slaps the dog’s huge head side-to-side while Cicero observes from a few feet away.

The animal resembles a prehistoric mammal that time forgot, a distant cousin of the saber-toothed tiger. Its muscular frame looks cartoonish, almost fake. But in its large square, fish-like mouth, reside very real teeth, and enough pressure per square inch to crush a lead pipe.

It snaps at the overly playful Warren, almost removing a finger.

The dog, panting heavily, is chained, but its jaw-dropping physique makes the steel chain seem like an inadequate restraint. Its chocolate coat glistens as white foamy drool flows past its thick black lips and down its chin. Its robust frame helps to conceal dark-red eyes. The ears, set high on its head, ironically resemble flower petals.

“Damn,” Cicero mutters in a low voice.

“It’s a boy, and I got his papers,” comments Warren, who is now on one knee lovingly caressing the beast’s head. “I’m looking for a female right now so I can breed ’em.”

The dog looks Cicero directly in the eyes, causing him to take a small footstep back.

“Man, if you hear anything about a female for sale, let me know—” Warren says, finishing his sentence abruptly. He’s cut off by arguing, and then a commotion, coming from inside his pristine home.

Cicero, hearing the ruckus, turns around to face the house as if expecting something strange or out of the ordinary to appear before him.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Five quick shots are heard, followed by the sounds of frantic scurrying. Cicero quickly pulls a nickel-plated revolver from his waistline and heads toward the back entryway. But before he can dart into the house, Warren yells to him, “Look out, C!”

With that, Warren releases the latch from his monster’s collar. “Eat them mothafuckas up!” he yells to his instantly fanatical mongrel.

Warren’s dazzling watch becomes shrouded in dirt and dust as the beast charges full speed toward the door. No longer barking, the only sounds heard from the creature are pants of rage and its huge paws pounding the earth.

Cicero leaps out of the way, as the beast would have certainly trampled him to reach his target. The front door slams and Warren’s loyal animal begins barking loudly from inside the house.

Warren and Cicero cautiously enter. Cicero’s weapon is cocked and ready to explode.

The two peer into the back room that several moments earlier was the venue for an urban sporting event. Now a dying body lay facedown on the hardwood floor, blood spewing from several new cavities. It’s T.J.

Part of his head is missing. The once intact cranium has been splattered into bloody chunks all over the room, a grotesque ambiance. Active nerves in his body cause it to twitch. It is a disturbing sight.

Warren’s loyal dog has his two front paws pressed against the front door, whining. His meal escaped.

“Damn, T.J.,” Cicero says in a saddened tone. He looks over at the dice.

One is flat, clearly showing two small off-white circles. The other cube is diagonally propped up, wedged between the wood floor and the carpet, equally displaying five dots on one side, and one dot on the other. The fateful roll was obviously a bone of contention; one that ended young T.J.’s life. He was nineteen.

Blood squirts out of his carcass’ various outlets. His white T-shirt now resembles a cape used in bullfighting. His ill-gotten winnings have vanished.

Warren is appalled at the sight before him.

“Look at my fucking carpet,” he fumes. The blood has seeped into his flawless floor covering, leaving it a rosy pink. He stoops down over the body and gets a closer look, careful not to step into any of T.J.’s leaking juices.

“Man, why did he have to die like this?” Cicero asks out loud, but to no one in particular. He stands in the doorway.

Attila, Warren’s furry companion, has made his way to the back room. The dog is more subdued now. It noses about the room, smelling the corpse and its bloodshed.

Cicero looks to Warren and asks, “You ever wonder how people end up in certain situations?”

Warren just glances up at him, disbelief written all over his fat bearded face. He offers no answer and his eyes return to the body and the blood.

Attila, who has begun to salivate, starts to lap at the blood. His thick tongue twists as it catches the liquid that is now beginning to coagulate on the oak wood floor as well as the white carpet. The beast savors the salty flavor.

“Stop! Stop, mothafucka!” Warren screams to his dog, forcefully yanking on its collar, barely budging the mammoth brute. “Stop! That’s some nasty shit, Attila.” He’s finally successful in tearing his parched dog away from the solidifying pool of blood. Cicero just stares at the scene.

Warren massages the head of his Hershey-colored dog, staring in its eyes. “That mothafucka could have West Nile virus or some shit,” he says in a concerned parental voice. “Now you got it, dummy.”

Attila’s head lowers as if he knows he has disappointed his master. Warren shakes his head, showing obvious displeasure in his canine’s choice for a thirst quencher.

Countless thoughts run through Cicero’s mind as he continues to gawk at T.J.’s bleeding body. But one sticks.

“You truly are the devil’s son now,” he says. “I guess.”

The bearded Warren, now fully dismayed by the situation that has unfolded in his home, stands to his feet, strokes his face, and walks out of the room toward the front door. Attila trots out of the room and plops down on the fluffy white living room carpet and begins licking his balls.

“A, C, come here,” Warren yells to his associate, who is still staring at T.J.’s corpse in the back of the house.

Cicero regains his composure and saunters out of the room. He’s focused once again.

“One second,” he says as he goes to the kitchen, opens the near-empty fridge, and grabs a cold imported beer with a German-sounding name. After quickly popping the top off the green bottle, he takes a much-needed swig then walks out of the kitchen toward Warren and asks, “What’s up?”

“Check this out,” Warren says, pointing to the dwindled row of footwear near the door.

Cicero notices just two pairs of shoes remain: his gators, and a brand-new pair of navy-blue sneakers. They would nicely complement a cobalt denim outfit. Apparently, their owner left with great haste.

Enunciating every letter, in a low menacing voice, Cicero confidently says the shooter’s name: “V-Dog.”

He ponders his next move for a moment, then remembers a booster is coming by his condo with some handmade Swiss timepieces she got with her five-finger discount.

“Yo, I got some business to attend to, Warren,” Cicero says. “Be safe. And clean that shit up.”

Warren shakes Cicero’s hand as he leaves out, then cracks open the cell phone on his hip. He punches one number on speed dial. It is immediately answered.

“Hey, we have a plastic bag situation,” he notes calmly.

“I’m on my way,” the male voice on the phone says, just as relaxed, if not cooler. He hangs up, cutting off the blaring reggae music in the background.

In roughly fifteen minutes T.J.’s body will never be seen again. The process of dumping bodies is an American tradition, a ritual free of dishonest eulogies, all-black attire, and sobbing mothers. It is a Kansas City tradition.

A dirt hole in the outskirts of town now awaits young T.J.’s remains.








Chapter 3



Back in his iridescent SUV, thirty-two-year-old Cicero increases the volume on his stereo and contemplates his life’s beginnings. Why had he been a spectator of murder today, and in the past? As he turns a few corners he recalls one of his first psychology courses, when he learned that everything we are begins in childhood, when we are all tabula rasa, so it is there he looks.

He reminiscences for just a few seconds until one day presents itself as that defining moment that would mold his persona, and inevitably determine which road his soul would take.

Cicero remembers the walls of his room on Highland Avenue were a streaky sky blue. He and his mother, with no prior experience, spent one Saturday afternoon painting them. They lacked the proper equipment, guide rules, new brushes, but went at it anyway.

A huge thirty-two-by-forty-four-inch poster of Nolan Ryan in his red, white, and blue Texas Rangers uniform hung on the left side of the full bed near the corner. Ryan’s right arm was fully extended, his left foot firmly planted several feet from the pitcher’s mound. The red-stitched orb had just left his mighty rifle. His face showed determination. This game was to be one of seven no-hitters.

Several inches down the wall was a shot of Bo Jackson in his silver and black. Number 34 had no doubt left some unaware defensive back grabbing his freshly bruised chest as Bo galloped toward pay dirt. His large powerfully built thighs bulged through his silver tights. His ripped arms clenched the oblong pigskin in a manner that suggested he was not prone to dropping it. The photo showed it was a sunny day in Los Angeles, as most days are.

Across the room, near the closet door, just left of the window, and to the right of his bookshelf and desk, Cicero decided to hang a poster of the great Michael Jordan.

Jordan is suspended in midair, flying high above the Chicago hardwood court. Fans look on in awe as His Airness leaps like a gazelle from the free-throw line toward the round metal hoop and its awaiting net. His bent arms and legs and red-and-black uniform produce an unnatural human swastika in the arena’s sky. The grandeur of this athletic feat has yet to be duplicated.

Toy race cars and impressive-looking robots with moving parts and shoddy craftsmanship lie on the floor. A small, blue-and-white-striped rugby shirt bearing grass and dirt stains has also been strewn on the paneled floor, which could use a good sweeping. It joins the playthings that will surely lose their value soon enough.

Adjacent to the sweaty tube socks and breadcrumbs is one lone forest-green army soldier. Apparently, the plastic infantryman was cut off from his platoon in the middle of a heated firefight. In the confusion of imaginary mortar rounds discharging and claymores being set off, the M.I.A. found himself alone in a little boy’s room. The smell from the socks alone has him considering hara-kiri.

Cicero’s light-beige bookshelf has all the necessary requirements: the latest edition of the X-Men comic book where Cyclops proposes to Jean Grey, and the issue of Ghost Rider in which he battles the Punisher. On a higher shelf rests an old copy of Extreme Lowriders magazine featuring a new remote-controlled hydraulic system in a 1966 teal Ford Mustang with chrome Dayton wheels. The car’s front end is several feet off the ground, exposing its chrome axle and detailed underbelly.

Under a lush, vibrant, orange comforter with diamond-shaped pockets creating a warm quilted veneer, where tiny feathers escape from unseen openings, rests a scrawny child in small yellow shorts.

“Cicero,” a honey-sweet voice calls out, ever so gently.

The swaddled child squirms a little.

“Cicero,” the woman’s voice beckons once again, a bit louder. “Wake up, baby, time for school.”

Young brown eyes open and see the world for the first time this day.

A small hand with thin fingers comes from underneath the blanket and, forming a fist, begins slowly and forcefully rubbing the eyes in a circular motion, removing lumps of green crust from the corners.

Sizzling sounds invade his ears. The smell of grilled meat tempts his nostrils. The aroma of breakfast is enticing and persuades him to rise from his slumber.

The shirtless and wide-eyed Cicero, now fully awake, leans up and places his bare feet on the chilly morning floor. His ribs are clearly visible and his bird-like chest is rather pathetic, even for a kid his age.

Heat from a vent near the bookshelf causes the poster of Michael Jordan to repeatedly bulge, sway, and deflate. Bulge, sway, and deflate. Bulge, sway, and deflate.

Cicero peers through a crack in his bedroom door and sees his mother in her frayed blueberry-colored robe dutifully hovering above the hot kitchen stove.

Still seated on the bed, he takes the opportunity to retrieve a dog-eared magazine from under the comforter. The glossy back cover is blanketed with “900” numbers and voluptuous black women in miniscule bikinis and Tammy Faye Bakker face paint.

The little boy with adult desires smiles at his prized possession, which he firmly grips in both hands while staring at the cover.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he mumbles under his breath, as he closes his eyes and pretends to smooch this month’s cover model.

“Cicero,” his mother calls out without warning.

Startled, he stands up and tosses his smutty keepsake under the mattress, where it joins a woman’s pocketbook and a black fully loaded twenty five-caliber automatic pistol. All would be questionable booty indeed if he were not an urban child.

The curly-headed preteen, eager to greet his mother and devour her fine fare, throws on a dirty long-sleeved T-shirt and walks toward the kitchen. The sandy-brown locks that aren’t matted bounce as he strolls down the short hallway past the half bath with the toilet that continuously runs and a double-paned window. Falling snow piles up on the sill.

A beautiful woman and a steaming plate of man-sized portions greet the young Cicero in the cozy kitchen.

She smiles, as does he.

“How did you sleep?” she asks.

“Fine,” he answers.

He opens the refrigerator door and grabs the pulp-free orange juice. Upon closing it, a tasseled certificate falls to the white linoleum floor. Cicero bends down and scoops the award off the floor and places it back on the fridge door.

It is surrounded by numerous honors, certificates, and awards in all colors of the rainbow, with accolades like top, number one, excellent, best, MVP, captain. Each marks his achievement in either academics or athletics, and features stars, gold stamps, ribbons and stickers. They come in all shapes and sizes with impressive signatures: the principal, the mayor, the state representative, the governor.

The acknowledgments completely cover the refrigerator door, minus several inches occupied by two photographs. One of Cicero and his mother in a warm embrace lies just below another of him and his older sister, the lovely Lucia, standing side by side with enormous grins. Surely they had just said, “Cheese!” with vim.

Cicero takes a seat at the small round synthetic wood table. There are three seats, but only two place settings.

Before him is a plate of grits, bacon, scrambled eggs with American cheese, English muffins and grape jelly, and sliced ruby red grapefruit.

He immediately dives into his mother’s specially made bacon. In a move that would horrify any diabetic, she has sprinkled brown sugar on the slivers of swine meat, as she has for years. It’s deliciously sweet and crispy. He smiles and begins to hum.

“Where’s Lucia?” the eighth-grader asks his mother of the sister he adores.

“She’s already gone,” his mother replies, even though its merely 6:30 in the morning, somewhat early for a high school senior to be off to homeroom.

The lady of the house begins to wash the dishes she has just utilized to make breakfast, and a few that were placed in the sink overnight by her snacking child. The kitchen is spotless. To the right of the stove is the counter, which extends in an upside-down and backward L-shape along the wall and on which rests a four-slot adjustable toaster that can accommodate the plumpest of bagels.

There’s also an exceedingly large microwave that resembles some of the first models made, and an outdated boxy black-and-white television with missing knobs. Pliers from a drawer enable the family to switch from Leno to Letterman.

The walls are concealed in tacky, light-tan wood-grain wallpaper that has become unglued in more than a few places. Ms. Fix It had been meaning to get to it.

Above the table hangs a dark-brown plastic crucifix. It was given to Cicero by his seventh-grade teacher following his baptism. She said a bishop had blessed it. Prior to that, he had always thought she was a racist.

“Did you say grace?” his mother asks as her aging hands work deep in the blistering water under the cover of soapsuds.

With a full mouth he nods yes, even though he didn’t, and polishes off the remaining eggs, leaving a huge portion of grits uneaten, and more grapefruit than his mother liked. He was never a big fan of either.

Knowing that her insincere son failed to say his grace, his mother positions the wet glasses and saucers on a yellow rubber drying rack next to the sink and says, “Son, there is a God, and He does watch over your food if you ask Him to. He helped me provide you with nourishment, and in return He just asks for a little respect and recognition. Okay?”

Cicero, reaching for his glass of cold O.J., simply nods in the affirmative again, and takes a prolonged childlike gulp. After wiping his mouth and gasping for air, he asks his hardworking mother, “You’re not going to eat?”

Ringing out the dishtowel and turning off the faucet, his mother just smiles. “No, I’m not hungry, honey.”

Her son’s eyebrows rise in response, but he nonchalantly continues to finish off his jelly-smothered English muffin. As he does, there’s a knock at the door.

The diner looks up from his plate in surprise. He glances at the digital light-blue display on the microwave, six forty-five, and thinks that it’s much too early for the postman. On top of that, no one ever knocks. Minus one person.

Knock, knock, knock, three more follow. His mother calmly turns from the sink. She knows who raps upon her home’s door.

Cicero signals as if he’s getting up to answer the door but his mother looks to him and says, “I’ll get it, honey.” Her son is relieved; he really didn’t feel like getting up.

She sashays out of the kitchen, down the hallway, and turns right, through the undersized living room and across the polyurethane floor to the front door. Her full hips swing side to side under her form-fitting robe. Cherokee Indian ancestry comes through in her high cheekbones and the red undertones in her skin, which is accentuated by the light rouge and burgundy lipstick she failed to remove last night.

Just as Cicero noted, only one person knocks.

She opens the door and snowflakes trespass.

A tall man with wide shoulders stands on the front porch delicately powdered in ever-increasing amounts of snow. His brunette brim hat and overcoat complement his dark-olive features and repel the wetness well. His head slightly bowed, he lifts it and grins. It’s Daddy.

The mother of his son beams at the sight of him. But it is a response that comes with years of experience with this man, and hard-learned and proven apprehension instantly manifests. Her smile diminishes.

“Hey, Ruth, how ya doin’?” her unannounced guest asks in a heavily accented voice. The chilly air makes his breath discernible. “You gonna let me in?”

“Hello, Antonio,” she replies sedately, pulling her robe tighter to protect her neck and chest from the winter nip. “Come in.”

He steps in and wipes his expensive wingtips on the welcome mat.

“Cicero!” Ruth calls out. “Your father is here.” The multiple bangles on her wrist slide down to her hand as she closes the door.

“Okay, Mom!” Cicero acknowledges from the kitchen.

There is an uncomfortable silence between the former lovers. Antonio looks around the tidy living room. Much of his illicit loot helped furnish it, including the authentic Italian marble coffee table imported from Florence, and the taupe Egyptian cotton window dressings direct from Cairo.

Ruth stares at him with a blank face, thinking about how she fell in love with one dimension of him, with little knowledge of his numerous layers.

“Hey, Daddy, what are you doing here?” Cicero asks as he prances in the room on gangly chicken legs and boat-like feet.

“I came to pick you up; you’re coming with me today,” his father says with a smile. “Is that alright with you?” He pats his leather gloves together to shake the excess snow.

“Sure, Daddy, but I have school,” Cicero replies, “And I have—”

“Look, don’t worry about school today,” his father says, dusting off his jacket. “You’re hanging out with me, end of story, capisce?”

Ruth simply looks on. She is repulsed by Antonio’s brazen contempt for what she has gone through to raise his two illegitimate children the right way, virtually alone. Sleepless nights. Lucia’s sneaking out. Cicero’s backtalk.

“Let me get dressed!” Cicero says excitedly, running off toward his room.

“And don’t forget your hat and gloves,” his mother weighs in as only a mother can.

Flinging open his closet door, the skinny youngster fingers through his jackets and coats trying to find one that matches his father’s the closest. In the process he passes by the trusty BB guns he uses to keep the neighborhood cats, dogs, and blue jays in check.

“No, no, no,” he says frustrated.

Then, suddenly, bingo.

“Yes,” he says, “this will work.”

It’s black. It’s long. It will do.

In the living room, his mother turns to Antonio. Her mind-set is written on her face.

“I’ll have him back in a few hours,” Antonio says. “Don’t worry about it. Just goin’ to run some errands; get some lunch.”

But she has to worry. She needs to worry. Good mothers worry. Especially mothers of little boys with cutthroat fathers. Shyster fathers. Gangster fathers.

“I’m ready,” a grinning Cicero says after running into the living room. He fixes his hat upon his head and securely pulls on his gloves, then he pauses. This is the only time he can remember seeing his parents this close together.

“Good, let’s go,” Antonio says as he opens the door and steps out. “See ya later, Ruth.” And just like that Cicero’s moment is over. He follows his father out.

“Bye, Mom,” he yells as he slams the door shut.

Ruth stands there, staring at the closed door. She says a prayer for her son, that he will return to her safely, and that he will not follow in his father’s footsteps.

The inside of his long, navy-blue Cadillac Fleetwood was always warm and welcoming. The swanky black leather interior always seemed to swallow the skinny and awkward Cicero, with the ever-present aroma of cigar smoke and cigarettes lingering.

He looks at his father from the passenger side, and notices how they have the same keen nose. The same sleepy, light-brown eyes.

Antonio noticed the same thing the day his first and only son was born. From that day on he wanted to be a father and a role model to him, but his marriage to a deeply vested Sicilian family prevented that from ever happening. His wife and two daughters needed to see him daily, his father-in-law would have it no other way. Instead, he did what he could. Dropping off cash, birthday gifts, Christmas presents. Calling now and then to say hi, or stopping by and taking his illegitimate son and daughter out for ice cream, or dinner.

Nevertheless, the absentee father knew the Romello name would die with him, and there was nothing he could do about it except ensure that the Romello fire burned inside his affair-born son. His African-American son.

 

But this day was to be different.

Ole Blue Eyes croons from a cassette in the tape deck. Cicero looks over at his dad and thinks about how his mom would have played the Staple Singers or the O’Jays. He also thinks about how his mom and dad differ so much. But he knows they both love him dearly.

To and fro windshield wipers fight off big snowflakes, preventing them from sticking. The sedan’s large Vogue tires slosh through the dirty urban snowfall.

His dad sings to the music.

“I did it myyy waaay!” he belts off tune, looking over at his son, smiling.

Cicero giggles and his father laughs. His laugh is distinctive, and re-markably jolly, and Cicero couldn’t help but think that his dad was cool.

Heading north through the city, from Seventy-Third Street to streets with sequentially lesser numerals, the pair pass liquor stores, homeless men and women bundled up in want of shelter, and money-hungry hustlers looking to dump their product or score some more.

They cruise north on Troost Avenue from where the poor black people live, across the railroad tracks, to where the poor white people live. Mostly old Irish families reside here, along with a few Germans, and more recently some Vietnamese and Laotian families.

Antonio makes a left on Fifth Street, near an old textiles factory, and drives five blocks to the corner where St. Vincent’s stands.

The cavernous stone church is festooned on all sides by impeccable stained glass windows. Historical works of art from an era long past allow daylight to pass through vibrant indigoes and vivid scarlets. Snow lightly powders the front stairs as the elder monsignor and his hunched back assiduously sweeps it away.

An enormous mosaic of St. Vincent de Paul, patron saint of the needy, hovers above three tremendous archways and guards the sanctuary’s vast vestibule. On either side of him are depictions of St. Francis Borgia and Leonard of Port Maurice, who is portrayed in a striking manner as the restorer of discipline to the holy orders in Corsica in 1744.

The cathedral and its blessed transoms mark not only a place of worship, but they also denote the edge of Piccolo Italia—Little Italy.

Antonio’s Caddy hugs the road as it makes a gliding right turn. Cicero immediately knows where he is. Red, white, and green flags hang on the lampposts, outside of homes, and near the park and the baseball field. He had always wanted to play catch there with his dad. But he never did.

They pull in front of a deli and stop where a butcher prepares the day’s much sought after prosciutto and abruzzese. Across the street is a ramshackle pool hall, also claimed as Italiano by a fluttering tri-colored crest. Riffraff, descended from Sicily, Venice, Naples, and other glorious city-states, have staggered in and out of this dive for decades.

“Wait here,” Antonio says to his son as he braces for the bitter climate, opens the car door and steps out, slamming it behind him. The wintry air quickly slips in behind him, causing Cicero to tense up and his left eye to water.

Antonio traverses the thick slush near the car, then easily crosses the cleared street and enters the pool hall. Though it’s early in the day, Antonio still has business to tend to.

Cicero notices how the street is without snow. It’s clean and freshly salted, completely unlike his mother’s block, which would often bear snow until it melted on its own accord.

Not naïve to his father’s line of work, Cicero daydreams that his well-respected father is shaking down some loan shark, or making some delinquent asshole pay up.

Suddenly, the pool hall’s thin wooden door bursts open as his father, followed by two associates, drags a man out by his collar kicking and screaming. The child need not fantasize any longer.

Cicero hastily jumps into the driver’s seat to get a better view. His excitement, coupled with the twenty-one-degree temperature, causes the window to instantly fog up. His gloved hand wipes it, and as plain as day, his father begins to stomp this man on the sidewalk. Repeatedly kicking him in the back, head, and face. Back, head, face, and leg. Back, head, face, and arm.

He’s in his late thirties, maybe early forties. Blood spurts from his mouth. His overcoat is sullied by the snow and muck. He mumbles fragmented sentences in a futile plea for his safety. The child struggles inside the luxury sedan to decipher what’s said.

“I’ll pay, Tony, I swear it,” the victim screams, throwing up his left arm to protect his face.

Antonio thrusts his wingtip into the man’s spine, causing him to wail. The flailing of his arms and legs creates a distressed fallen angel in the snow.

The other two men, both larger and bulkier than Antonio, look on, standing on either side of the pathetic sack of shit in the snow. The goateed pair sport dark leather jackets and slicked-back, jet-black hair. They are portly and unsympathetic. The shorter and younger of the two puffs a cigarette. He stands to the left of the prey, on whom he uncaringly flicks his ashes.

The two henchmen are present to make sure their mark doesn’t escape, doesn’t pull a gun or a knife, or Heaven forbid, put a whipping on the invincible Antonio.

With a forceful pounce, Antonio’s heel crushes the man’s jaw. The snow becomes a thick soupy, wine-red.

His victim whimpers.

“I’ll have the money!” he mumbles painfully as he attempts to cover the back of his busted head with both arms. A gaping hole allows his red sauce to escape.

Antonio, now winded by his exercise and the cold air, stops his onslaught.

Breathing heavily, he warns the tardy loser, “That’s right. I know you will, Gino. I know you will.”

Again, Cicero wipes the fog from the window. His eyes bulge in amazement. Falling flakes partially obscure his view, as if trying to shield him from the world of his father.

“If you don’t have the money, we’re going to give you some concrete knickers and toss your pathetic ass in the Missouri River, you fuck,” yells Antonio as he wipes spit from his mouth and clean-shaven jaw line. He’s amped beyond belief, his heart racing. “You got that?”

He kicks him in the face one last time for good measure. The ever-weakening man squeals like an injured puppy. Five dislodged teeth, mostly incisors, bedeck the blood-spattered sidewalk.

“Hey, I’ll see you guys tonight,” Antonio says calmly to his two burly watchmen as he turns to walk away. They remain silent and nod.

Gino, severely battered and hemorrhaging, is subsequently hauled down a nearby alley by the stout henchmen.

The enclosed adolescent again wipes his frosty breath from the window, and he notices his father sauntering back toward his Brougham with a vigorous swagger.

He quickly jumps back to the passenger’s seat. The weather, along with what he has just witnessed, causes the thin child to shiver.

Antonio opens the heavy door and sits down. He produces a stained handkerchief from an inside pocket and thoroughly wipes his soiled shoes with it.

Cicero observes his father via peripheral vision. Antonio’s wide back and shoulders inflate and swell with each heavy breath he takes as he hurriedly wipes away his stains and his sins.

“Cicero,” Antonio says as he swivels to the right, placing both feet in the car. Out of fear and out of curiosity, the young boy’s eyes quickly dart to his father. He blushes from the chill.

“Son, you have one life to live,” his father says as he slams the driver’s side door shut and then stares into his son’s eyes. “Uno. And so help you God, if you come across a piece of shit that wants to complicate it, you do whatever you have to do to make sure things don’t stay complicated.”

He pulls the car keys from his overcoat and inserts one into the ignition and starts it. The engine block revs.

“Whatever you have to do,” he stresses. “You understand?” His accent is thicker now, similar to how it sounded when he was a younger, more devoted madman.

Cicero nods yes without blinking.

“You understand?” his father asks again.

His son nods once more, faster, more emphatically.

“Good,” his father says, as he cracks a smile. Cicero’s innocence delights his soul. “Always remember, you want to be the one dishin’ out the kicks, not receivin’ ’em. Alright?”

The child again nods.

“Good. Now, let’s get outta here.”

Frosty breath fills the car. Fumes spew from the Cadillac’s exhaust pipe as the father and son duo is thrust forward by the three hundred horses under the hood.

As Cicero would later learn in Psychoanalytic Theory two hundred twelve, this day would foster the development of his warped superego, and his Freudian-described identification. In essence: Oh, how he longed to be Antonio.
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