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Sudsey knew he wouldn’t last the night. Celebratory sounds echoed down the cellblock; New Years Eve finally arrived. If 1950 brought more of the same, it would give him comfort to never see it… so he told himself, pretending to be brave.
The countdown would soon begin in Times Square; the night guards’ radio prattled with excitement. The celebration, his
celebration, soured his stomach.
His certain death held an empty promise: either a leap into either the fearful unknown, or the terrifyingly suspected eternal punishment that awaited him. He cowered in the corner, his back still facing the door; he tried to pray, wishing he knew how, unable to quiet his own racing heart.
“I was supposed to play there, ya know,” Sudsey told the man he knew stood behind him. Sudsey could feel his presence. The cell door hadn’t even creaked; someone recently lubricated the gate and a guard on the take must have unlocked it.
“The after party, I was gonna play. That’s what set me off, back at the mansion. Big people were supposed to be there.” Sudsey wrung his hands, caressing his maimed finger, the stumpy end pink with new flesh.
Sudsey felt the heavy strand of tightly wound wire roll over his shoulder. It lay across his breast with supernatural weight.
“Big people are right here,” intoned a deep baritone.
Sudsey recognized the voice as much as the garrote hanging over his shoulder. “So it’s you.” He glanced at the piano string that would choke out his life, just another victim of the damned thing’s legacy. His mind strayed to events that brought him here: secrets that undid him.
 

Cedric Mervin jumped from the hotel bed, throwing clothes on as he dashed for the door. Flinging it wide, he nearly toppled a Latino housekeeper. She cursed at him in her foreign tongue while he fled, rushing to the rearmost stairwell.
He peeked back around the corner just in time to see three journalists from the local yellow press slinking up to his hotel room. They crouched nearby, hoping for a chance to photograph the celebrity emerge, condemning himself in a compromising environment.
Cedric “Sudsey” Mervin waltzed down the stairwell and skipped through the service corridor. “Thanks for the warning, Sal,” Sudsey pressed a generous tip into the young Negro’s hand before walking out the employee’s entrance.
Once past the alley, his nerves quivered, jumbling up like a string of jazz notes. His legs felt weary; this had been a close call. Sal’s timing could certainly improve.
Two blocks further, Sudsey stepped into the parking lot where he kept his spare car. He bent over a nearby vehicle and caught his reflection. Barely into his thirties and devilishly handsome, the newsreels had fallen in love with his golden, lightning-fast fingers.
In the morning sunlight, Sudsey spun a circle with all the vigor of a James Cagney role. He was on top of the world; there was nothing he couldn’t do.
Stopping outside his car, his heart plummeted in freefall from the heights it had only just crested. A large, manila envelope bearing his name rested on the drivers seat.
Heart still plunging, finding no bottom, he felt dizzy and nauseous. Nobody knew his car was parked here; in fact, it was registered under a pseudonym. Nobody should have known.
He jumped inside the vehicle and tore the envelope open. The unassuming package was a veritable bomb. Photos, dozens of prints, filled the parcel. Each one framed a familiar face and scene. Some contained Sudsey’s face, too; it contained more than enough to ruin him forever.
Flipping the envelope over, Sudsey found a phone number penciled on the back, just below his name. He threw the parcel to the passenger floor, the faces of young men spilled from the envelope, glaring back at him.
Hunched over the steering wheel, he felt sick, on the verge of vomiting. Anger rose up from his core and he punched the steering wheel, making the horn blare.
Curious heads turned towards the noise.
Keenly aware of his public location, he roared out the lot and down the street.
 

The envelope lay opened on the floor, and sordid photographs splayed across the carpet. The compromising pictures disgusted Sudsey as much as they tantalized.
Sudsey yanked the phone from the end stand and dialed the phone number.
“Good afternoon,” a pleasant male voice answered.
“Who is this?” Sudsey snarled into the telephone. His apartment’s posh furniture gave him no comfort. He wanted to squeeze the telephone receiver in his hands and break it; if he’d been blessed with any real physical strength, he might have.
A cool voice rode over the music in the background. The swindler played one of Sudsey’s records in the background, just to taunt him. “You can call me Jimmy Olsen.”
“Like on the Superman serials?”
“Exactly,” he replied. “Exactly like him. A newspaper photographer who has something to share with the whole world. You have a secret.”
“What do you want?” Sudsey seethed into the telephone.
Jimmy took his time in replying. “I want one hundred thousand dollars,” he finally stated.
“What! That’s outrageous!”
“For that price, you get my entire collection of photographs and the negatives, too. You also get my promise that I’ll stay quiet about your… deviant interests.”
“You’re insane! There’s no way I can get that sort of money.”
“You have… friends. Perhaps they can help.”
“Not those sort of friends!” In truth, his secretive lifestyle had left him with very few friends. “I don’t have anyone who can lend me rest of the money I’d need.”
“Be that as it may, I’m sure I can get a good offer from the mainstream press. None of these yellow rags, mind you. They can pay for interviews after the big papers have had their fill. Hearst is one of the richest men in the country because of stories like this. In lieu of that revelation, I’m sure you will find a way.”
Silence punctuated the air. Sudsey did not need to reply.
Jimmy broke the silence. “I will leave you instructions for our meeting after a couple of days.” A sharp click broke the line.
Sudsey stood there for a moment, then ripped the phone from its cord in a fit of rage; he flung it across the room. It crashed into a mirror, shattering the pianist’s image.
He couldn’t think of a way to obtain that sort of money. Despite the roaring economic boom after the war, he didn’t know anyone with access to that kind of funds. He’d already spent most of what he’d made and was anxiously awaiting his next recording session to help continue his decadent lifestyle.
Storming over to his desk, he picked through his ledger. He had a few thousand dollars available, but that was it: a few years’ wages for the common man. Opening a drawer, he spotted an old photo from his teenage years.
Sudsey didn’t have any real friends, but he used to have some good friends in his old neighborhood. He smiled, a glimmer of hope peeking through. One friend in particular might be able to help.
 

His shoes clacked on the concrete pavement as he bound down the walk and up the steps of the four-story apartment building. The noise irked Sudsey. He felt too conspicuous in this familiar neighborhood, as if even his footsteps broadcast the dire straights he was in.
Walking up three flights of stairs, he found his way to the apartment door. He rapped with the heavy knocker attached near the peephole. Footsteps shuffled, paused in front of the door as the resident spied his visitor, and then the door swung open.
“Cedric! Sudsey,” the man exclaimed. “How long has it been, man? Years!” He turned quickly and shooed a woman lingering in the rear of his apartment to his bedroom; she was all but nude. Soft, rounded features, he pegged her as Russian. Sudsey also guessed her a prostitute.
“It’s good to see you, too, Jeff.” He defaulted with the name, knowing that Jeff had probably outgrown using Jeffie as a moniker.
Sudsey took Jeff to a local café. After a short meal and the prerequisite small talk, the pianist ventured an inquiry. “I’ve heard that you have some ties to… powerful people?”
Jeff laughed, a nasal chortle; he understood that this was the real reason for the reacquaintance. Leaning closer, he asked, “What do you need?”
“Is it true? Are you working for the mafia?”
“Cosa Nostra. I am an associate of the Romo family. I’m trying to get in as a uomini d’onore. Right now, I just help keep some books.” The look on Jeff’s face was very serious, the information understood as given in confidence. He repeated, “What do you need?”
“I don’t know where else to turn, except you, one of my oldest friends. I have a problem that needs to be kept quiet.” Sudsey’s face was as somber as could be. “I can’t say anything more than that.”
Jeff nodded, giving a knowing look. “And how do you think I can help you?”
“I need money, lots of money.” Sudsey leaned even closer. “Have you ever thought about… tried to come up with a plan to rip off the mob? Get enough money that you could leave, get away and live like a king the rest of your life? You know, the perfect crime?”
Jeff sat back, laughing at the notion. “That’s ridiculous, man. How much do you need?”
“A hundred grand.”
His eyebrows arched in shock. “That’s more than the president makes!” Jeff leaned forward conspiratorially. “Listen, I’ve schemed up and down every which way I could think of, Sudsey. There ain’t no foolproof way to rip off any mobster.”
“Then what’s the fools way?”
“To even try.” Jeff shook his head flatly.
Sudsey sat back in defeat. His shoulders slumped.
“Hey,” Jeff said, “Cosa Nostra is a business. Lemmee introduce you to Don Romo. I’ve met him a few times, and with your celebrity status, I’m sure I could arrange something. You could probably borrow the cash till you can repay it.”
A faint glimmer of hope returned to Sudsey. Color bled back into his cheeks and he took a sip of water and raised his glass. “By all means, set it up.”
 

Leaving Sudsey in the car, Jeff sprung up the steps of the stately mansion where the Romo family lived. The pianist watched his friend speak with a goliath of a man at the door.
Sudsey recognized the mobster from recent newspaper stories involving a detailed investigation of the Romo family. Sudsey’s heart leapt into his throat as Little Biggee stared right at him and motioned for him to come inside.
“Mr. Mervin,” Biggee stated, offering a massive paw to shake. “I’m a big fan.”
“Please, my friends call me Sudsey.”
Biggee nodded and led the way through the home. “My sister, she’s a big fan, too. She was just listening to your one of your forty-fives this morning.”
Sudsey smiled and nodded, then discreetly looked to his friend for help.
Jeff filled in the blanks for him. “The consigliore’s sister, Carmina, is Don Romo’s wife.” He looked around. “This is a very nice place,” he commented.
Biggee gave him a passing glance. Jeff wasn’t important enough to have been invited inside before now. He was only a small cog in the machine until he’d presented his celebrity friend.
Leading them to an expansive office, Little Biggee presented his guests.
Don Romo, a short man in his fifties, who looked like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, stood to greet the musician. “Sudsey Mervin, it’s a true pleasure to meet you. Biggee, go get your sister, she can’t miss this.”
The mobster shook Sudsey’s hand and shot Jeff a questioning look that could have turned granite to slag. “And who’s this?”
“Jeff Grear,” he bobbed his head in a short bow. “I’m an associate working with the livery accounts. Sudsey and I are old friends; I told him he might enjoy meeting you.”
Romo kept his steady gaze on Sudsey’s friend. “Jeff Grear,” the Don repeated it to lodge it in his memory.
“Alright then, Sudsey,” Jeff stated. “I have some business to attend. Be sure to stop by later and we’ll catch up some more.” Jeff took his cue from the Don and quickly exited as Biggee and his sister came in. Jeff’s head turned a double take at the Sicilian beauty before the door closed on him.
Carmina was warm and cordial, a true fan. Sudsey looked her over. Carmina was a trophy for any man, he recognized from an objective standpoint, though he felt no urge to let his eyes linger. Her eyes, however, seemed to burn for him.
The group chatted pleasantly for several minutes before Carmina took a visual cue from her husband and exited the room. “It was a pleasure meeting you,” she shook his hand, her fingers flushed slightly hotter than at her greeting.
Once the doors had clicked shut, leaving only Don Romo, Biggee, and Sudsey in the chamber, the Don leveled a more businesslike gaze at him. “So what is the real reason you’ve come to visit the Romo family?”
Sudsey didn’t try to hide his ulterior motive. The Don had already figured this much out. “I need of a lot of money…fast.”
Don Romo shrugged. “And what’s the nature of this sudden need?”
“It’s… private.”
“Well, I can’t just go around lending money for any purpose. For instance, I could loan Biggee’s idiot brother twenty grand and he might go invest it into the Gambino’s operation. See, that’s a bad business decision for me.”
“No, no. It’s nothing like that. Someone has photos that belong to me. I need them back and I need to keep it quiet.”
Romo pouted his lip out, mulling it over. “A hush up, eh?” Finally he nodded. “How much do you need?”
“A hundred and twenty thousand,” Sudsey lied instinctively, buffering the amount.
The Don slid his fingers together and arched his eyebrows, chuckling in surprise. “Well, whoever she was, I hope she was worth it. I like you, my wife likes you, so I’m going to lend you ninety thousand and you can pay it back whenever. I’m sure you have some kind of personal savings for the difference. In exchange, you just gotta be willing to do me a couple favors until it’s paid, play at a party, stuff like that.”
Sudsey’s head bobbed enthusiastically. “That sounds great, Mr. Romo.”
Little Biggee traded a smile with the celebrity, whose sudden joy was contagious.
Just before Sudsey could get out the chamber, Don Romo called out to him. “I gotta know, Sudsey. Was she worth it?”
He shrugged, “I’d regret every penny.”
Romo smiled and waved him out.
 

Jeff steered the car around a corner. “Ya know, I’d just have the guy killed. It’d be cheaper than payin’ him off.”
Sudsey grimaced. “I’m no killer. And besides, I don’t know who this guy is.” He looked away and said, “It’s not like I woke up this morning and thought to myself, ‘I think I’ll have someone murdered today.” He’d already given it some thought.
The car stopped in front of Sudsey’s building. It rose above the street like a gleaming stone bastion.
“Whoa. You live here?”
“Yeah. Penthouse suite.” Sudsey stepped out. “Thanks Jeff. If there’s anything you ever need.”
“Don’t worry about it. I got to drop my name in front of Don Romo. I’ll get my reward sooner or later. I’m finally on the first rung of the ladder going up.”
“Well hey, thanks again.” Sudsey closed the door and waltzed into the lobby.
The doorman greeted the musician and pulled him aside. “Mr. Mervin, sir? I have a message for you.” He procured a sealed envelope from behind the foyer desk. “I thought it a bit odd, though.”
“What do you mean?” Sudsey gave him an apprehensive look.
“Well, I could have sworn that I saw this fella earlier, hanging around outside. He came in with this package just a few minutes after you left this afternoon. I thought it peculiar that he’d wait till after you left.” The concierge shrugged and let it rest as Sudsey headed for the elevator.
He unlocked the door to his home and tore the packet open. It was still sealed, luckily. A note slipped out, accompanied by a single film negative; the taunt was clear. The note told him to wait for a phone call.
Anger welled up inside him. If this “Jimmy Olsen” had given it to a more snoopy porter, his secret could have been exposed. Sudsey might strongly consider murder if the extorter had made that sort of slip. Bitterness niggled at his gut.
Several hours slipped away, as did a fourth of gin. Eventually, the telephone rang. Sudsey put the receiver to his ear and waited for the other end.
“Did you get my envelope?” The voice was deadly calm, a sort of bravado brought on by the anonymity of the telephone.
“Who do you think you are, leaving that film with just anyone! The doorman could have opened it!”
“Who do you think you are to question me? Let’s see. I just put this little stamp on my package and drop it into the mail. Don’t test me, the press’s money is just as good as yours.”
Sudsey sighed into the phone, not quite bringing himself to apologize. “Just, get it ready. I’ll have the money soon.”
“I’ll call back.” The line went dead.
Dejected, Sudsey dropped the receiver back onto the cradle and reached for the gin. He hammered home a slug and flung the film and incriminating photos into his fireplace and watched the flames devour them.
Draining three glasses in quick succession, he threw the crystal decanter into the hearth. Glass shattered and a burst of flame erupted and his liquor-clouded mind finally quieted for the night.
 

Wearing only a bathrobe in the late morning, Sudsey answered the rapping at his door. Biggee stood there, nearly filling the entire threshold, waiting patiently.
“Please, come in,” Sudsey stammered. He hadn’t expected anything from his illicit benefactors so soon.
“Don Romo was very impressed with you yesterday. My sister, she kept playing your records over and over for him. I think that he really likes your music, too. He wants you to come by and meet his new grandson.”
“He wants me to meet his grandson?”
“Yeah. There’s gonna be a big party in a couple days, a celebration for little Antonio’s baptism. He wants you to play at it.” Biggee tapped the brown, leather suitcase he’d brought. “You’re going to play at it. That’s part of the deal.” Biggee held out the satchel.
Sudsey gratefully accepted it. “When do I meet him?”
“Now.” Biggee said it like there was no alternative option.
Bobbing his head, “Let me get ready, then.” Sudsey stashed the suitcase in his closet, next to his own personal luggage. He emerged a few minutes later, appearing dapper as he could muster under such a short timeframe. “I’m ready.”
 

Several minutes later, Biggee escorted Sudsey into a little Italian bistro. Nestled quietly among several local businesses, the setting appeared nothing but unassuming.
Sudsey’s eyes darted to the handful of faces at the tables. He recognized at least two more from newspaper articles. He followed Biggee to a table and took a seat next to Don Romo. Biggee stood next to his sister who was privileged to hold the newborn Antonio.
Looking at Carmina, Sudsey could only assume that she was not the Don’s first wife, certainly she couldn’t be old enough to be the mother of the young man seated across from him.
“Sudsey Mervin,” Don Romo introduced, “I’d like for you to meet my son, Geno.” Geno was about the same age, perhaps a little younger.
“A pleasure,” Sudsey said, leaning over to shake hands. He noticed a feral glimmer in Geno’s eyes and his instincts cautioned him not too look into them for too long.
Geno nodded and sat back down, barely noticing the formal greeting. Lighting a neatly trimmed corona cigar, he stared back at the celebrity, as if gloating like an alpha male, daring another to challenge him. The young man finally turned his attention back to a notepad that his father scribbled upon.
Don Romo and Geno planned every detail of the event from the arrival at the church, to the departure of the adult’s party, later. Sitting in silence, not brave enough to offer one of the very few interjections that came from the others nearby, Sudsey sat and wondered why he was here.
He also noticed how Carmina kept beaming at him, trying to catch his eye. Having finally succeeded, she meandered closer.
“Would you like to hold Antonio?” Carmina batted her eyes and spoke like he’d be insane not to want to. “His mother is at home resting.”
Glancing quickly across the table, he caught Geno’s gaze. His glare tore across the table like a cold dagger’s edge, warning Sudsey to the appropriate response.
“No thank you.” He said, a little happy that Geno’s unmistakable glare ratified his own predilection. “I’m not good with children.”
In time, a sweat-stained cook emerged to personally serve a dish of pasta to the Don and his guests, who all thanked him enthusiastically. Sudsey smiled outwardly and kept his frown deep inside. A different sort of culture reigned here, far beyond the celebrity circles he’d become so fond of.
Time dragged on, and the pianist nearly nodded off from boredom.
“That’s where you come in,” said Don Romo’s voice. Somehow, Sudsey recognized that it was a statement repeated for the second time.
“I’m sorry?”
“When you’ll play piano for the guests. You know, take a few requests from your albums, keep us entertained and give some of us a chance to dance.”
“Of course,” Sudsey agreed.
Don Romo moved on to the next matter, a few paces in, some comment touched on business. Romo nodded his head to Biggee. “Have one of our guys take Sudsey and Carmina home, please.”
Biggee nodded in agreement and Sudsey anxiously stood. The consigliore grabbed two of their nearby guys and sent them off.
Sudsey smiled, cordial as ever while making small talk with Carmina in the back seat of the sedan. His left knee bumped the window crank as the vehicle jostled. Carmina’s subtle posture ratcheted up the tension; her far thigh over an inch from the nearest armrest, she tried to slink closer.
Finally, Sudsey exited the car in front of his own building.
“It was good to see you again!”
“It was good seeing you, too.” He waved the car off and hustled inside.
Only a few hours had passed, but they’d left him weary. The only hope that he clung to, what kept him going, was that this whole thing would soon be behind him.
In the lobby, the porter stopped him again. “I got another package for ya.”
Sudsey snatched the sealed envelope from the concierge and stormed towards the elevator. He tore it open on the ride up. It was more of the same, only this time, there were two developed photos inside. Boiling, he stuck it all back inside the envelope and walked to his door.
He jangled his keys and fumbled at the lock when he noticed the damage. The doorjamb was splintered slightly. Sudsey pushed gently on the door; it swung open with the slightest nudge.
“Hello?” He called out on impulse, stepping inside. Sudsey grabbed his empty coat rack for defense and crept through his home. Nobody was there.
Very little was disturbed inside the apartment. Nothing was destroyed; bedsheets were lifted and pillows tossed. Inside his closet, various pieces of luggage had been strewn about.
Sudsey sank to the floor; his heart sank lower than that. The bag of cash had been stolen.
 

The bistro door dragged open, suddenly heavy. Sudsey shambled through the entry, heading for the table. His face long and drawn, he looked like an insomniac.
Don Romo leaned forward to assess the pianist who stood at his table. He nodded his crew away. Geno glared as he stood, but Sudsey didn’t care. He took a seat, a man on a mission; desperation filled his eyes.
“You look like you’re in bad need of something, my friend. Tell me, what can I do to help you?”
Sudsey licked his dry lips and slid a phone number across the table. “I don’t know who he is. I don’t know where he lives.” Venom laced his voice, “but this man must die.”
“This is the guy? What about the payoff money?”
Slowly, somberly, Sudsey merely shook his head.
Don Romo huffed with disgust. “Some guys, eh?” He took the phone number and raised an arm, snapping his finger. Quick as a bellhop, one of his mobsters came over. Romo handed the number to him. “Find out who this mook is. I want an answer in one hour.”
The grunt nodded vigorously and ran to the restaurant’s telephone to make some calls.
“C’mon, Sudsey,” the Don stood, pulling the pianist into a side-hug. “Let’s go grab a drink. We’ll have this matter sorted in a short while. You just let me handle everything.”
 

A gentle knock. Footsteps rustled, scrapes like a chair being pushed back. There was no answer inside.
Biggee counted a number of seconds. He felt them, really. It seemed more like he measured the tension in the air. Then, he kicked in the door.
The wooden panel collided with the resident, crushing his nose as he tried to check the peephole and sent him sprawling to the floor. The scrawny man with pasty skin groaned and clutched his face as Biggee entered the room and seized him with his massive hands.
Biggee squeezed the man’s neck and dragged him further inside, like a piece of misplaced furniture. Sudsey stepped through the door. The man’s eyes bulged when he recognized him.
“Forget the money! I don’t care,” he managed to choke out. Shaking with fear, he pointed across the room to a pile of papers inside a cardboard box. “It’s all in there! Take it, please!”
Biggee bent the young man backwards over his bed. He shoved a revolver against his temple.
“What’s your name?” Cold detachment saturated Sudsey’s voice with a darkness that he’d never heard pass his own lips before.
“Ian… Ian Everitt.” The man’s face broke; tears spilled.
“Was anyone else in with you on this blackmail scheme?” Sudsey scooped the box up into his arms. It held the weight of the world, and yet felt so light once safely in his arms.
“No,” he wept. “It was all me. I don’t even know anyone else in the city! I couldn’t find anything else I was good at, had no other way to make a living.”
“And you never told a soul?”
“Nobody! I swear!”
“This is everything? You’re sure?”
He nodded through the tears; sweat dripped through his hair. His nose bled onto the bedspread.
Sudsey gulped hard. Then he nodded at Biggee, turned and left. Alone in the hallway, Sudsey’s life moved in slow motion, he squinted against the stabbing pain of the lights overhead, and the eruption of a single gunshot.


Biggee met him in the car. “Whatever’s got you so rattled, you don’t want it coming out. Some people lie, even in the face of death.”
The hitman pointed up as he turned the ignition. Sudsey saw the leaping orange glow of flames in the apartment window and he knew exactly what to do with this Pandora’s box on his lap.
 

Staring at the emaciated man on the cross, Sudsey tapped his knees together, jittering in nervousness and boredom, very self-conscious. Family and close friends of the Romo family packed the elaborate Cathedral. He felt incredibly out of place.
He’d never been to a baptism before. Funerals were the only reason Sudsey ever had to step foot inside any chapel building. Churches are for birth and death, he mused, noting some sort of connection just beyond his ken. Life lay in between, and so he paid the notion no afterthought.
The ceremony seemed so serious to those who watched what was going on. Sudsey watched the priest dribble water over Antonio’s scalp as Geno and his young, blonde wife looked on. Biggee and his wife stood behind them, participating in the ceremony as godparents.
Remorse, a foreign guilty sensation gnawed at the back of his mind. Sudsey watched Biggee; a large crucifix hung behind the priest. Obvious stark contrasts bothered the entertainer. He intuitively knew this scene was not right. The room reeked of hypocrisy: pious criminals trading knowing winks with corrupt priests.
The solemn ceremony ended and the crowd returned to life. Under Geno’s indignant eye, guests at the church celebrated Sudsey’s presence. Finally, the celebrity was able to return to normal, promising to entertain the guests of his friend, Don Romo.
 

All smiles, Sudsey’s fingers danced over the ebony and ivory keys as if he tickled them. His fluid fingers skipped playfully above the oohs and ahs of the audience. Sudsey was in his element now, in that place where he shined brightly for himself, doing what he was created for.
He wished his father could see him now, in this element that belonged to him. Sudsey’s mother had been eternally proud while his father disapproved of entertaining; music was not a masculine enough pursuit. He’d once called it unproductive. Yet here Sudsey sat, playing to powerful men.
Mixing with the mist of paternal recollection, light wisps of tobacco smoke wafted through the room, lingering like a pungent, heavenly blessing. Geno carried a box of expensive cigars and lavished them upon those people connected with his family. He made his way from table to table, cutting through the music and smoke filled atmosphere.
Sudsey took in the scene, enjoying every detail. In this place, in this realm, not a twinkle of guilt could drag him down. Not even the thought of Ian’s charred body could disturb him. Anyone who tried to rob him of this ambrosic feeling deserved just such an end; the world would be a loss without Sudsey’s guilded fingers playing for it.
He looked up from the elaborate, ornate grand piano; Sudsey gazed at the crowd with a cockeyed grin. Some of them danced, some of them swayed as he entertained. Even Geno smiled, directly into the face of the baby boy in his arms.
Don Romo’s son looked up and into Sudsey’s eyes; his gaze cold again. The sharp glare somehow rattled the pianist who faltered slightly, not so significantly that anyone would notice. A bead of sweat formed at the edge of his scalp.
Several songs passed before Geno stood and clipped the end of a cigar with a fancy double guillotine cutter. Lighting the cigar, he replaced his smoldering stub and walked up to the piano.
Geno didn’t stop, though he slowed slightly, enough to lay a cigar on the deck of the piano as he walked out of the party. The rolled-leaf peace offering lay solemnly above middle C, just below the gold inlay logo.
Sudsey couldn’t stop staring at the emblem as he launched into a cover of Dinah Shore’s Buttons and Bows with vigor and enthusiasm. He performed perfectly, yet his mind and sight was consumed by the horned, golden logo, as if by it the devil could look right through him.
Amid a burst of applause, Sudsey finished the song and gently slid his gift into a pocket. Everything seemed to have turned out perfectly.
 

Springing up the apartment stairs, Sudsey paused for a trio of furniture movers as they heaved a piano uphill. He waited for them to clear the path to the door opening at the third floor. Turning a corner, he heard them grunt their way to the next landing and mutter something about lunch break.
Sudsey knocked on Jeff’s door. The raven-haired woman he’d seen last time opened it, again, scantily clothed. She smoked a cigarette and greeted him with a thick Russian accent. “Can I help you?”
Averting his eyes as a matter of propriety, Sudsey looked at everything within sight except the woman. She didn’t seem to have any proper sense of decency.
He noticed a cardboard box, then another. Everything inside the place was packed up, ready to be moved.
The Russian prostitute moved a little, so she obstructed his view. “You are Sudsey, Jeff’s friend?”
“Yeah,” he nodded, still trying to make sense of it all.
“Jeff is not here right now.” The thick words rolled off her tongue. “Shall I tell him you came?”
“Please do.” Behind her, he thought he spotted a familiar item. Letting the door, Sudsey noticed the eagerness in her eyes to close it. Things began adding up.
He took two steps down the hallway, his shoes clacking loudly on the floor. Then, he paused and listened: muffled voices inside the apartment, hurried movement.
Anger pushed a rush of adrenaline through his veins; Sudsey snuck further down the hall and hid in the stairwell. The upright piano had been temporarily left on the landing and offered the perfect hiding place.
Only a few minutes passed before Jeff’s hooker poked her head inside the stairwell. She came out and motioned that the coast was clear.
Seeing Jeff holding his stolen bag, Sudsey clenched his teeth against the rage within. His ears buzzed with fury, drowning out everything else. Everything moved in slow motion; he could spot the dust floating on a shaft of light as it broke through the window and the specks settled on Jeff’s lying, ugly face.
He’d knowingly ripped away his friend’s only salvation. From their conversation at the diner, Jeff’s words rang inside Sudsey’s head; this time, they dripped with villainy. This had been it all along; Jeff’s plan to rip off the mob left Sudsey as the fool.
Heat spread from ears to the back of his head, clouding his eyesight and muting his brain with red anger-lust; Sudsey threw his body against the instrument. He was vaguely aware how his voice howled in fury, but the buzzing masked all sounds. In slow, stuttered motion, he watched Jeff turn towards the piano as it hurtled down the short flight of stairs.
Glass shattered, splintering transparent fragments as the Russian whore fell through the window, pushed through by the charging piano. Her screams were short and overpowered by the jarred groans of the upright as it crashed against Jeff’s body, violently pinning him against the brick wall.
Sudsey ran down the steps. His brain suddenly simmering in a potent mélange of apoplexy and remorse.
The piano was utterly wrecked, but in better condition than Jeff. His body lay contorted and broken at odd angles. Blood leaked in trellis patterns from underneath the rubble, seeming to form little pools that resembled that horned image: the logo from Don Romo’s piano.
Jeff’s limp hand barely retained a grip on Sudsey’s cash. Snatching the moneybag, Sudsey darted down the steps and exited the building where the movers stood around the hooker’s corpse, lunchboxes still lay open nearby.
Sudsey quickly departed. There was nothing left for him in his old neighborhood anymore.
Sudsey Mervin Tickles Mobs’ Ivory? Disgusted with today’s headline, Sudsey tossed the paper aside. Recently, the press seemed to cover only the in-depth investigation into the Romo family’s activities. Now, association had implicated Sudsey.
This sort of publicity could instill negative opinion in the public. He didn’t want any of that, but luckily this headline hadn’t been the most respectable paper. At this point, it was merely wild speculation and conjecture.
He lifted the telephone from its cradle and called his agent. Waiting for a connection, he glanced at the sack of money peeking out from under his bed. It had been a few days since the reclamation, and a count showed that the thieves had only frittered a few thousand dollars away.
“Yeah, Joey,” he addressed his agent by his first name. “Did you see the papers this morning?”
He listened to his advisor.
“Oh yeah. So you don’t think that the studio will get cold feet and back out?”
Sudsey nodded, getting an earful.
“Great. So we’re still on for that first recording session next week. And did you get that deal confirmed to play at the Times Square New Year’s party?”
A smile spread across the pianists face as the earpiece squawked. “Really? That’s an impressive guest list! Alright, I see that you’ve got everything under control.”
They’d just inked the deal recently and needed to confirm that all powers that be had locked in Sudsey as their choice to play the prestigious event. The contract had been finalized before the paper had released any implication, so he was good as gold.
 

Sudsey stepped out of the studio’s main office when three journalists from different newspapers mobbed him, hurling questions in rapid-fire succession. They had caught on to the tabloid’s speculation and went straight to the source.
“What is your connection to the Romo family?”
“Are you working for the mob?”
“What do you know of this investigation that’s on the verge of shutting down the Romos’ operation?”
The pianist pushed his way through the crowd. “No comment,” he stated blithely.
Almost beyond conversational distance, one reporter called out, “I have an anonymous informant who sent a letter saying you borrowed mob money to pay off an extortionist. What can you tell me about that?”
Sudsey turned around. The other two journalists began to furiously scribble notes. That news had surprised them as well.
“I don’t think that you’ll find any substance to that claim.” Sudsey thought of Jeff’s bloody body, crumpled below the piano.
“You’re, sure, Mr. Mervin? I’m supposed to speak with him today. He’s gonna give me the whole scoop. You’re sure you don’t want us to hear your side of the story first?”
Sudsey’s guts steeled cold. “And how much does this ‘informant’ want in exchange for the story? I think you’ll find there’s nothing to your story. If you want to hear more about my new recording, see my agent inside. Good day.” He turned and left them speculating amongst themselves.
Inside, his innards quivered with adrenaline. It didn’t bode well for him if the mainline papers began investigating this. Sudsey had too many dark secrets to hide; he couldn’t keep every loose end silent forever, but neither could he let anyone open up his book of secrets.
An acidic stew of uncertainty and disquietude swirled within his gut as he meandered back home. He put a hand over his stomach, trying to quell the burn from what was likely a forming ulcer.
“Mail for you, Mr. Mervin!” The porter jogged over and laid the small bundle in the palm of his hand.
Sudsey nodded and kept on his way. He rifled through the pieces and paused at what was obviously an invite card. The return address was the Romo’s mansion.
The envelope contained a fancy, embossed invitation to their New Years Eve party. The invite had a list of services provided. At the bottom of the list, in bold letters: entertainment/music provided by Cedric “Sudsey” Mervin.
Crumpling the card within his fist, Sudsey hurried toward the elevator.
 

Sudsey stalked inside the Italian bistro, looking for Don Romo. The thick aroma of pasta permeated the air, filling his nose. He’d made a few calls but hadn’t been able to track the man down; Sudsey hoped he could locate him at his favorite haunt.
Spotting the towering consigliore rising above a privacy screen in the distance, Sudsey made his way over. Eating a plate of penne, Don Romo sat next to his son, Geno. Geno’s cigar smoldered, nearly finished, and he absentmindedly played with his cigar cutter, anticipating the exact moment he could slice the cap on his next parejo.
Sudsey cleared his throat, announcing his presence.
Don Romo looked directly at him and broke into a broad grin. “Sudsey Mervin! You know you are a hard man to track down! Please, sit.”
The anger that had clung to him only minutes ago faltered at the warm greeting. “That’s because I’ve been in the recording studio making a new record.”
“A new record? That’s fabulous. Those 45-RPMs are really catching on. So you can play some new songs at my New Years Eve party.”
“I can’t attend your party. I am otherwise engaged.”
An awkward silence ruled momentarily. “That’s very disturbing news,” the Don intoned.
Geno fumed. His face barely contained his anger.
“I really am very sorry,” Sudsey continued.
“Not disturbing for me.” Romo let the weight of comment bear its own explanation.
“I’ve already signed a contract, well over a week ago, in fact. I’m legally bound to a different venue.”
“Leave us.” Don Romo’s simple command was promptly obeyed by all of the Don’s men. Only Geno stayed, now pacing slowly.
“You have a different sort of contract already in place, Sudsey. You already have a deal with me. Perhaps you don’t understand what that means. One does not idly disobey Cosa Nostra.” He gave Sudsey a queer look. “I can’t seem to figure you out; there’s something off about you.”
“I already did your favor!”
Sudsey’s elevated voice seemed to set off Geno. He ground the cigar stub between his teeth; the leaf wrapper crumbled.
“Yet your debt remains unpaid.”
“Then let me pay back your money and be done with it!”
Geno whirled on him grabbing Sudsey by the throat, pushing him backwards into the booth. Don Romo barely made the effort to verbally condemn his son’s actions.
“Listen, piano boy. When the Don gives you a job, you do it!” An unstable spark lit Geno’s eyes.
“Come on Geno,” his father reprimanded, though his tone carried more approval than condemnation. “We don’t need any of this.”
“Get off of me,” Sudsey tried to push him.
Geno pushed an elbow into Sudsey’s collarbone and slid the guillotine cutter around the pianist’s left ring finger and forcefully squeezed.
Sudsey screamed as the tip of his finger popped off at the furthest joint. Blood leaked all over the tablecloth and the severed phalange landed in the penne.
The pianist tearfully howled with pain and impotent rage.
“Now, how are you going to play?” Geno mocked snidely.
Sudsey cradled his throbbing hand. With a raw, guttural bellow he shouted obscenities at his assailant. His mind swirled with vertigo.
“Please, forgive my overzealous son.” Don Romo nodded his head forcefully enough that even Geno obeyed. “But you’re young; you’ll make do, compensate. It’s just a good thing he didn’t take the whole finger. Now then,” he patted Sudsey on the shoulder, “a deal is a deal.”
Face streaked with hot tears, Sudsey sat back up. Trembling, he tossed his mussed and tousled hair away from his face. His ragged breath came in painful gasps and adrenaline flooded his veins. With the way the mobster stressed the word “deal,” Sudsey instinctively knew that his life hung in the balance.
“If you can pay back my money, plus interest, we’ll consider our transaction complete.”
Don Romo purposefully misconstrued the pianist’s dumbstruck look. “Let’s say five percent. I’d normally charge more, but you’ve been such a good friend of my family.”
His mind still in shock, Sudsey stood as the Don rose to his feet. He couldn’t find adequate words to express what he felt, so he merely nodded.
“Great. You can drop it off anytime at the house. I know Carmina will be pleased to see you again.”
With the matter concluded, Don Romo departed. His entourage promptly flocked around as he exited the bistro, leaving Sudsey behind to stare at the tip of his own finger, lodged between penne noodles, splattered with tomato sauce and blood.
 

“Joey, I need a favor.” Sudsey hunched over his telephone. A sack lay opened at his feet, half stuffed with money. “Can you get me an advance from the studio?”
He toed through the reaming bundles of cash as he listened. “No, it’s nothing like that, Joey. I’m having… women problems,” he lied. “I’ll pull through; I just need a little short term capital.”
Waiting for a reply, he shoveled the too-small remainder of his personal money inside the bag. If he could get his entire payment from the studio, he should have just enough cash to repay Don Romo. Anger pulsed hot around that painful spot in his gut when he thought of Jeff Grear frittering away his cash.
“You can?” Gratitude flooded Sudsey’s voice. “Yeah. I’ll be by later this afternoon to pick it up.” He hung up the phone and slid a pair of black, leather gloves over his injured hand.
He would barely make the payoff. He had enough clout with creditors; he would survive until the next recording. As long as his holiday performance went well, he’d be able to get back in the studio again soon. Everything will be fine, he told himself, knowing that he lied even to his own subconscious. If he couldn’t procure the money, there would be no new recordings; there would be no hands left to play at all.
Sudsey flexed his mutilated hand. It wouldn’t be worth living if he couldn’t live life on his own terms. Money made that all possible, he desperately hoped that he’d be able to compensate for the shortened digit once it healed.
 

At the studio, Sudsey slid the check into his shirt’s breast pocket as two men in suits entered. They weren’t with the studio as near as the entertainer could tell.
“Mister Mervin?” The taller of the two asked. “Can I have a moment of your time?”
Sudsey looked to Joey, who shrugged. He didn’t know who they were either.
The man didn’t wait for an answer, but instead flashed a badge. “Have you read the papers?”
“I try not to,” Sudsey chuckled. Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to force any sincerity into his voice.
The second investigator pulled out a recent newspaper. The front-page reported the arrest of several dirty cops in a citywide investigation. “There’s a major crackdown on organized crime right now, Mister Mervin. Some of our sources say that you’ve made friends in their organization as of late.”
“I know what you’re looking for. But I can’t help you. I just played at a party for a friend. Mrs. Romo is an acquaintance of mine.”
“You got quite the friends.”
“Listen, I’d love to stay and chat. But I’m really quite busy.”
The taller investigator nodded. He extended a hand. “It was nice to meet you, Mister Mervin.” Something in his voice hinted that this was only their initial meeting.
Sudsey winced under the pain of the man’s grip against the raw wound concealed inside the glove. “The pleasure is mine.”
The second man handed Sudsey a business card. “If you can think of anything that might help our investigation, call us. If you’re in trouble, call us sooner rather than later; it’s about to hit the fan.”
Watching the two leave, Joey commented, “They’re really turning up the heat, ya know. They arrested the police chief today on corruption charges.”
Sudsey merely nodded.
“C’mon,” Joey said. “Level with me; you know anything? Are you mixed up with 'em somehow, in the business?” You know, you wouldn’t be the first entertainer.”
Sudsey gave him a discouraging look. “I’m going to end our relationship tonight. I can’t afford the bad press.” A tiny, dark voice reminded him how this whole thing began, an attempted cover-up.
Joey blurted, “His wife! That’s the girl you need the money for, isn’t it? Ha ha!”
“Yeah, Joey. You got me figured out.” He gave Joey a lusty glance; he eyed him up and down, knowing that he’d mistake it for something other than what it was. “I gotta go to the bank before they close.”
 

Sudsey followed Biggee into Don Romo’s spacious entertaining room; the massive enforcer appeared genuinely sympathetic to the musician who’d just lost a fingertip. Sudsey carried the satchel of money and spotted Geno standing in the corner, wreathed in cigar fumes, watching like a predator. The Don sat on the piano bench.
Walking right up, Sudsey dumped the cash onto the floor in a pile. “It’s all here. Count it,” he commanded with no small amount of righteous indignation that he felt his finger had paid for.
“You’re a dear friend, Sudsey. I don’t need to count it. I trust you.”
Sudsey glanced at Geno. Geno’s eyes jumped from bundle to bundle, making a numeric estimation, approximating the amount there.
“My debt is paid? I want to hear you say it. I need to know for sure.”
The Don opened his mouth to speak when the door creaked open. “Biggee, Geno, I think we could use you.”
Don Romo cocked an eyebrow.
“It’s nuthin' we can’t handle,” the lieutenant replied. “Just a minor concern.”
The Don nodded and watched them leave. Sudsey gave him a demanding look.
“Yes. Our business is fully concluded. We must celebrate!” He took a crystal decanter from off the floor, near a piano leg. He stepped over to the wall and pressed a buzzer, the kind once built-in to houses to summon a slave.
Carmina and another young woman both entered the room, scantily clad and mired in cosmetics. A cigarette hung from Carmina’s lips.
“Now this is a celebration,” Romo concluded. The other woman poured herself a glass of liquor and ripped her clothes off before rubbing seductively against the Don.
Sudsey’s mind felt a familiar revulsion and he swallowed hard against the lump in his throat as Carmina stalked towards him, eyes locked on her target. She slowly undressed while she approached. Sudsey slowly shuffled backwards.
“I can’t do this to you, Don Romo. Carmina’s your wife!”
Don Romo laughed as the other woman nibbled on the mobster’s neck. “As you can see, we both indulge ourselves in whatever pleasures we desire.”
“It’s fine, baby,” Carmina assured him, reaching out to take his hand.
“I—I can’t!”
“Perhaps you have no taste in women?” The Don jeered.
Sudsey grimaced momentarily. But, he couldn’t muster the fortitude to consummate the perversity; it was merely the wrong sort. “Haven’t you seen the actresses that I’ve been out with?” he defended. “I date scores of tasteful women, nearly every weekend.” The pianist fleetingly wondered if he insulted the Don by refusing Carmina.
Disappointment clear, Romo took a deep swig of his drink and nodded the two ladies out of the room. Carmina frowned, but obeyed, closing the door behind her as she left. Romo’s thin-lipped scowl girded up a heavy knowing squint.
“Let me tell you about this piano,” The Don spread his hands out on the beautiful instrument, running a hand along the ivory keys. The alabaster inlay of the logo seemed to smile under the Don’s touch.
Sudsey’s eyes were transfixed by the logo, unsure what it was supposed to represent; it looked like a skull with horns to him. What he supposed to be eye sockets bored a hole through the pianist; the blazing gaze threw his sins before his own eyes, and threatened to make him blurt them aloud. It cackled maniacally in the back of his mind.
“My grandfather once owned a piano shop in Sicily. The master craftsman there planned to venture out on his own, selling these fine beauties to the world abroad. My grandfather wouldn’t have it; that would breed competition and this craftsman had already promised his loyalty to the Romo family.
“It was the craftsman’s wife that encouraged him, elevated their family above the Romos. So my grandfather sent his men to the piano-maker’s shop, down by the waterside, where he’d already built several of these.” Don Romo ran his fingers along the broad side. “My grandfather tied the first piano to the craftsman’s wife and pushed it off the dock. They did the same for each of his sons and dumped the rest of the instruments in the lake. Later that week, the craftsman burned down the shop with himself inside.
“He’d sold only one piano so far, this one, and my Grandfather bought it for a heavy sum. We’ve always remembered this story because it means something: that we are powerful. You can’t fool us and you cannot screw with us.
“Yes, I have seen many of these ladies you date, but we never hear of any scandalous affairs after these events. See, you can’t fool me.
“You have great taste in women, but no taste for women.”
Sudsey tried to look insulted and surprised by Romo’s revelation. His mock astonishment came off as fake. “I could have any woman I want.”
“But you don’t want any.” Romo chuckled. “What would the news say about this… what would your family think? You will play my party or the whole world will know that you’re a faggot. And if you truly are, you can’t have been alone all these years; you’ve got skeletons in your closet and I’ll find ‘em.”
Sudsey clenched his hands into fists as buzzing rage filled his mind. Enough was enough; he’d given up money, he’d bled, and lost a finger to keep his life private. Sudsey growled, low and guttural; resentment boiled up from the core of his being.
His mind spiraled in a maddening descent into barbarism. Madness overtook his psyche, like tentacles crushing his mind. It’s only one man! If I can stop it here, I can end this now!
Nothing else felt real except the overpowering urge to murder; he snapped. Sudsey charged forward and rammed his fist into the Don’s throat. Fury overtaking him, he grabbed the flabbergasted gangster and threw him inside the body of the piano with superhuman strength brought out by a surge of adrenaline. Romo’s body hammered against the strings, making an otherworldly groan.
Thrashing wildly, Romo cursed his assailant, screaming every expletive and homosexual slur he could think of. The mobster’s flailing shin kicked out the rod that held open the piano’s closure. The heavy lid crashed down upon him. Romo screamed in pain.
Sudsey howled in rage. He jumped on the opportunity, grabbing the lid, opening and slamming it shut on his adversary over and over. Blood splattered everywhere, slicking the lid of the musical coffin. Up and down, the lid rose and fell as Sudsey indulged his dark side, reveling in what Geno must have felt in the throes of his own violent temper.
Finally relenting, Sudsey fell to his knees, slipping on the slick, ichor-drenched hardwoods. Trembling, he screamed in a final fit of rage. He ripped off his shirt. It’d been sopped through with blood. The beast within massaged the tentacles around his brain, tightening its grip; Sudsey tore a long strip of bloodstained fabric from his shirt. His heart pounded in his ears, nearly drowning out the shouts of conflict barely beyond the ballroom.
Glancing at Romo’s broken body, Sudsey shut his eyes, the bloodlust dissipating, ebbing from his body. The gory visage burned its imprint upon his brain. “Can’t… get it… out of my mind!” He tied the shred of crimson-splattered cloth across his eyes. “Go away!” He screamed it at the top of his lungs and beat his own skull with his fists.
At first, the bursts of light brought a lightning’s-breadth respite from the burning picture in his brain. “No!” he shrieked when every punch began bringing the memory of Jeff Grear’s broken body, then a rapid-fire succession of faces: the Russian prostitute, Ian Everitt, and every one of his sodomic partners, each roguishly handsome face now condemning him.
Guilt broke his mind, snapping it like a winter twig. Blinded by fabric and madness, he dashed from the room even as gunfire erupted in the rooms and hallways around him.
Sudsey didn’t care. He heard bullets whiz past his ears, flying different directions. The cries of men in pain, the crash and curses of conflict flooded the air.
Blind, overcome with the weight of his sin, he stumbled forward slowly as the invisible battle raged around him. He heard the chortled gasps of a man choking as he gave up his own life: the sound of pain and death.
Open your eyes! You’re going to die! Something inside his mind screamed for him to snap out of it. Sudsey sank to his knees and shook the madness from his brain.
He ripped the blindfold from his face even as he heard Romo’s men holler their surrender. Opening his eyes, one of the two detectives lay on the ground, bright pink lung-blood gurgled through his clenched teeth.
Uniformed policemen tackled Sudsey, grinding his face into the floor, ratcheting handcuffs around his wrists. Eyes wide as saucers, he watched officers arrest Geno. Sudsey locked eyes with Carmina who peeked from a hall door with a grief-stricken glare.
Overwhelmed with fear and despair, wondering how he’d gotten to this place, Sudsey shut his eyes tight. But there it was again: the bloody image of the horned skull-like face.
 

Lost in thought, he’d traced the image with his toe, shuffling his feet against the concrete floor of his prison cell. Sudsey looked down at the cord near his neck. At the trial he’d intuitively understood that prison wouldn’t be his last stop on the road to punishment.
Biggee twirled the piano string that lay across the pianist’s shoulder.
“You knew this was coming' Sudsey. Tonight’s your final song.”
The pianist nodded. “I knew. Biggee, can you keep a secret?”
The assassin remained silent; Sudsey imagined that he nodded affirmatively. “I saw the prison chaplain today.” Brokenness bled through his voice. “I can’t keep any more secrets. And I’m scared.”
Heavy hands rested on his shoulders from behind. They felt as if they were meant to comfort, though Sudsey’s mind knew they were reaching for the other end of the garrote. The string probably pulled from the same piano where Don Romo had died.
“How do you do it?” he tried to turn around, to look at Biggee as he asked. The brute’s strong hands turned the Sudsey’s head back away.
“It’s a job… and I just try not to look the victim in the face.”
Sudsey nodded. “But how do you deal with it? Aren’t you afraid of hell, Biggee?”
The garrote hesitated; Biggee had something to say after all. “Listen to me, Sudsey, the only thing I remember from catholic school is that there ain’t nothin’ beyond God’s power to forgive—nothin!”
“But,” inner turmoil knotted his gut and he began to cry. Sudsey tried to wince back the tears. “But I don’t think God will forgive what I’ve done, the life I lived—not just the murder. I don’t know how to ask him to forgive. I’m just so scared.”
“Sorry Sudsey. I don’t know how to explain it. I kinda stopped listening after my first communion. I will tell ya, though, that not everybody believes in purgatory. Not all of us even believe in heaven or hell, for that matter, regardless of what the priest tells us.”
Sudsey fidgeted, briefly reflecting how the price for keeping his secret hadn’t been worth it. “Hell, eternal flame and damnation with pain and tearing teeth, you don’t think it’s real?” There was no hope in his voice, he knew better deep down.
“Course I think it’s real. But, you know, it’s not really my problem at this point.”
The cold wire cord jerked tight as the hallway echoed with the burgeoning sounds of laughter; men chanted the New Year’s countdown. The ball dropping, confetti fell as Sudsey’s body hit the ground.
Biggee whispered, “Happy New Year, Cedric Mervin. We’ll see you in Hell.”
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