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PROLOGUE

The fact that I had killed a man was really putting a crimp in my love life.

Well, okay, to be strictly accurate, I hadn’t killed him. But I had helped. And I had watched enough of the Emmy Award-winning cops-and-lawyers drama Crime and Punishment on TV to know that cops weren’t very understanding about that sort of thing. I had even auditioned for the role of a murderess in a C&P episode the previous year, but I didn’t get the part. So, since I had never even played a killer, actually being one now was something of a novelty.

It was also rather awkward, since I was dating a cop. Or at least trying to date one. And he was a straight-arrow cop who didn’t look the other way when it came to breaking and entering and vandalism (two more awkward secrets I was keeping from him), never mind murder.

Which is not to say that I had done anything wrong. On the contrary. I stand by my actions. I was fighting Evil.

And if that sounds absurd to you, well, that’s understandable. It sounds pretty damn absurd to me, too.

The man I had helped kill—and I’m using the word “man” in its broadest possible sense—was a demented  sorcerer’s apprentice who tried to take over New York City by summoning a virgin-raping, people-eating demon.

You probably think I’m kidding.

In a series of events that I was trying hard not to think about now that they were over, I had helped Dr. Maximillian Zadok, Manhattan’s resident sorcerer and local representative of the Magnum Collegium—a secret organization whose worldwide mission is to confront Evil—track the villain to his underground lair. There we had faced the demon Avolapek (an individual about whom the words “biliously repellant” are far too kind), had defeated him in what might loosely be termed combat, and had slain his maniacal creator, the rogue apprentice Hieronymus.

I am not making this up.

How Max had eliminated Hieronymus was not entirely clear to me. Most things about Max were not entirely clear to me. He and a fellow mage, a man named Lysander—whose day job is keeping Altoona, Pennsylvania, safe from Evil (yes, really)—had done some chanting in another language, and Hieronymus had vanished. According to Max, this was dissolution, which he described to me as “something remarkably similar to death.” Since it was a permanent, all-dimensions solution to the problem of Hieronymus and his evil plans, I had no objection. But I also had a feeling that a jury might consider any legal difference (if one existed) between murder and dissolution to be so piddling as to make no difference at all in our conviction and sentencing, should these events ever come to light.

By the time Max arrived at Hieronymus’ secret lair to save me from becoming demon dinner, I had already beaten Hieronymus to a pulp with a candelabra and then thrown him as a decoy at the virgin-raping Avolapek (who did not refuse a free meal, so to speak). So a jury might reasonably conclude that I had actively assisted in  the evil apprentice’s demise—or at least softened him up for it. I figured Max and I could both be in big trouble over those events—unless a jury also believed the part about Hieronymus summoning a demon and trying to kill a bunch of people (including me) at the very moment we snuffed out his life.

I pictured myself saying in a court of law, “Well, Your Honor, there was this evil sorcerer’s apprentice and a flesh-eating, power-granting demon he summoned from a primordial dimension . . .”

Even I couldn’t see a way to make that script work.

Which was why I felt it was imperative that Detective Lopez, who’d dogged our steps on that case, should never find out what had happened that fateful night. Happily, no one was pressing charges about the breaking and entering and vandalism that Max and I had previously committed (hey, we were trying to prevent more innocents from getting hurt, okay?), and Lopez had dropped that particular subject by now. He was, however, still perplexed about what had happened the night that Max and I, along with several missing persons (Hieronymus’ victims, whom we rescued when we defeated him), suddenly turned up at an obscure Morning-side Heights magic club without explanation, all looking (and smelling) as if we’d been to hell and back. There was also a white Bengal tiger with us—but I digress.

The problem was . . . I really liked Lopez. He liked me, too. But I was jumpy about any topic that might lead to his asking about that night. He sensed I was hiding things, and that raised his cop hackles. So our first couple of dates hadn’t gone that well. Nevertheless, he asked me out a third time. Obviously, it would have been smart for me to say no. From the beginning, actually. It would have been wise to avoid Lopez altogether, to stay off his radar.

But, come on, I’m a single woman in New York City. It takes more than a morbid fear of doing life in prison  for homicide to make me turn down a date with an employed, attractive, single, heterosexual man who has nice table manners, listens when I talk, and knows how to kiss.

So I said yes to a third date.

We both worked nights, so we’d met for lunch on our previous two dates. This time, Lopez wanted to take me out for dinner. He said he had something to celebrate. He was a detective in the Sixth Precinct and usually worked second shift, getting off around midnight. I was doing eight shows per week as a chorus nymph and unrewarded understudy in the new off-Broadway musical Sorcerer! So Lopez traded shifts with another cop so he would be free on Sunday, the one night I wasn’t working.

Unfortunately, it turned out to be a bad night for me. Also for my love life. And things soon got worse. Before long, someone was trying to kill me. And Lopez.

So maybe he’d have been better off if he’d never asked me out a third time.




1

The good-looking man standing in my doorway wanted to have sex with me.

That much was apparent just from the way he was dressed. I wasn’t born yesterday. (In point of fact, I was born twenty-seven years ago.) A man who goes to that much trouble to look sexy has got definite plans in mind when he arrives at a woman’s door.

Lopez wore a sophisticated, well-cut black jacket and trousers with a black silk shirt. Open at the neck, the shirt exposed the smooth, dark golden skin of his throat. Even in my current state of panic and depression, I noticed how tempting this was. But only briefly.

The dim light in the hallway glinted off his straight black hair as he held out a single red rose to me.

I frowned. “What are you doing here?”

He looked a little surprised by this reception, but quickly regrouped. “We have a date tonight.”

“We do?”

“Yes, Esther.” The hand holding the rose dropped to his side. “Sunday night. Dinner. I wanted to . . .” Thick black lashes lowered over blue eyes as his gaze flickered over me. “You’re not exactly dressed for celebrating,” he noted.

“Celebrating?” I snapped. “Celebrating? Are you insane?”

He blinked. “Did something happen?”

“Ohmigod!” I suddenly realized what he was doing there. “We have a date tonight!”

He lifted one brow. “Do you want to close the door? I could knock on it, and we could start all over again.”

“You look nice,” I said, hoping to make up for my earlier behavior.

“Can I come in?” he asked patiently.

“Oh! Of course.” I moved aside and gestured for him to enter my home.

I live in a good apartment for a struggling actress in New York City. It’s a second-floor walk-up in the West Thirties, near Ninth Avenue. The neighborhood is about as elegant as the floor of a public bathroom, and the apartment is old and falling apart. But my place is spacious (by Manhattan standards) and rent-controlled, and I have it all to myself.

However, even with rent control, I was currently worried about how I’d keep a roof over my head.

I closed the door behind Lopez and turned to face him as he stood in my living room. I realized he looked better than nice, he looked traffic-stopping. I suddenly regretted that I was greeting him with messy, unwashed hair, wearing old sweatpants and a T-shirt from the Actor’s Studio, with a half-eaten pint of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream in my hand.

Prince Charming meets the Bag Lady.

Except that Detective Connor Lopez didn’t look innocuous enough to be Prince Charming. (He also didn’t look like a Connor.) Thirty-one years old, he had inherited exotic dark looks from his Cuban father and lively blue eyes from his Irish American mother. Average height, with a slim, athletic build, he looked like a man who’d want more than a chaste kiss in exchange for rescuing the sleeping princess. Especially dressed the way he was tonight.

I’m 5 foot 6 and in decent enough condition to do eight performances of a song-and-dance musical in skimpy clothes every week, but I’m not skinny enough to work in Hollywood. I’ve got brown eyes, brown shoulder-length hair, and fair skin. My looks are versatile, and I can play heroines onstage, but my face, like my figure, doesn’t meet Hollywood leading-lady standards. However, when he chose, Lopez had a way of looking at me that made me feel like a sexy movie-star vamp.

That wasn’t the look he was giving me right now, though.

Eyeing my not-ready-for-dinner appearance, he said, “I can wait while you change. Er, shower and change.”

“I can’t go out!” Seeing his expression, I said more calmly, “I’m sorry. I just can’t. Not tonight.”

Now he looked concerned. “Are you okay?”

“No.” My stomach roiled. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Maybe eating half a pint of ice cream before dinner wasn’t such a good idea?”

I shook my head. “It’s not that.” As my stomach churned noisily, I said, “Well, maybe that didn’t help.”

“Have a rose.” He held out the flower again. As I accepted it from him, he added, “And tell me what’s wrong.”

“Sorcerer! is closing.” I wanted to cry.

Both brows rose this time. “That’s unexpected, I take it?” When I nodded, he said, “When did you find out?”

“About two hours ago.” I had come back from yoga class, done two loads of laundry, cleaned the apartment, and was just about to step into the shower when I got the call informing me I was out of work. I’d been in a blue funk ever since.

“So . . . just like that? The show’s over?”

I nodded morosely and sat down on my couch. I gently laid the rose on my coffee table, then I took another bite of ice cream. Lopez sat down next to me and took my free hand. Then he looked down at our joined hands, frowning a little.

“Sorry,” I said. My hand was sticky. “It’s the Turtle Soup.”

“The what?”

I waggled my Ben and Jerry’s carton at him. “The ice cream. Lots of caramel.”

“Oh.” When I tried to pull my hand away, he held fast and said, “No, it’s okay.”

“In times of stress, I need ice cream,” I explained.

“Of course.” He smiled. “Give me a bite.”

I scooped some out of the carton in my lap and brought the spoon up to his mouth. His lips were full and, I knew from experience, felt lush when he kissed.

Our eyes met as I spooned caramel-laced ice cream into his mouth. When I started to pull my hand away, he held it in place so he could lick the spoon. I also knew from experience that he knew just what to do with his tongue when he kissed.

“Mmm,” he said, still looking at me.

It should have felt sexy to feed him ice cream. Normally, it would. As previously noted, I wasn’t dating him because it was the smart thing to do; I just couldn’t keep away from him. And the way he looked tonight, with his thick black hair falling over his forehead and his open collar showing off his smooth throat . . .

I sighed dispiritedly. I was just too upset to feel sexy. I was also too unkempt and dirty. Some other time, when I felt better, I’d regret that I had wasted this moment. But right now, even Lopez couldn’t stir my hormones. That’s how bad I felt.

Evidently realizing that all he’d get out of this moment was a bite of ice cream, he let me lower the spoon. “That’s pretty good. But I’m still a Cherry Garcia guy.”

“Heath Bar Crunch is my usual poison.” I sighed. “But this was all I had in the freezer when I got the call.”

Since I’m an actress, I need to watch my weight. Especially while working in Sorcerer!, where my tight costumes left a lot of skin bare (albeit covered in green body paint and glitter). So I try to limit my ice cream consumption to special occasions and dire circumstances; since life is full of both of these, I always keep a pint or two on hand, just in case.

“So does this mean you’re . . .” Lopez shrugged, not quite sure how to phrase it. “Out of work?”

I nodded. “Out of work.”

“That was fast.”

“Welcome to my world.” I ate another spoonful of the Turtle Soup.

“What happened?”

I knew that to a normal, salaried person—even to a cop, who sees everything—the sudden, unexpected shift from employment to unemployment that’s a normal part of an actor’s life looks pretty dizzying. In fact, it makes actors dizzy, too. Right now, my head was reeling.

“Well, you know, reviews haven’t been so good,” I said. Sorcerer! was a tepid musical built entirely around the (rather mediocre) magician who was the producer’s husband. After sitting through a performance, Lopez had said that only the chance to see me scamper around stage half-naked for two hours had made it a good evening. Although this sort of comment is flattering coming from my date, it’s alarming coming from an audience member. I continued, “So our houses haven’t been good.”

“Your houses aren’t good?” he repeated with a puzzled expression. “You mean, audiences don’t applaud?”

“I mean, they don’t come. Ticket sales are weak,” I clarified.

“Ah. Yeah, I noticed that the night I came to see you. A lot of empty seats.”

I nodded morosely. “That’s a bad house—one with a lot of empty seats. And Sorcerer! is an expensive show. Golly Gee’s salary alone . . .” I trailed off, since I’d just accidentally stepped into territory I tried to avoid when I was with Lopez.

Golly Gee was the surgically-enhanced, B-list pop star who played the female lead in Sorcerer! I was a chorus nymph and her understudy. My involvement in fighting Evil with Maximillian Zadok had begun after Golly had vanished one night during the show’s disappearing act. I mean, really vanished.

Lopez knew from interviewing us during the course of that investigation that Max and I both believed Golly had vanished magically. (Which was indeed the case.) He thought this was crazy, which Max assured me is a very common reaction to paranormal events. I understood Lopez’s point of view, since it was initially my reaction, too. Only overwhelming evidence to the contrary, right before my eyes, had convinced me to believe in things now that I knew Lopez still did not believe in.

And any attempt to convince Lopez of what had really happened would no doubt wind up leading, in the end, to admitting that Max and I had killed Hieronymus. Or sort of killed him. (The fact that any such explanation would also convince Lopez I was nutty as a fruit-cake concerned me, too, since I didn’t want him to stop asking me out.) True, we had saved Golly Gee and the other disappearees, but Lopez would insist on knowing how. And he was good at questioning people and putting together scattered details until he figured things out. I knew that if I let the subject be opened, there was no chance that Lopez would let it be closed until he knew everything.

So, having foolishly lowered my guard enough to mention Golly, I tried to backtrack. “Anyhow, musicals are very expensive, and without enough revenue coming in, they’ve decided to close the show.”

“It probably hurt the budget a lot when Golly, er, disappeared for more than a week?” Lopez said, watching me with cop eyes now instead of potential-lover eyes. This was exactly the sort of thing that had made our first two dates a tad awkward.

“Yes. Keeping the theater dark for that long was expensive.” I had refused to go on in Golly’s place and do the disappearing act without knowing what had happened to her. It was the only time in my entire life I had let a show down. And it’s a good thing I did! If I had performed, I would have become one of Hieronymus’ victims. The show only resumed ten days later, when the evil apprentice was dead (or dissolved) and Golly was back where she belonged. “Losing all that income hurt us.” I took a bite of my ice cream.

“Golly has never been very clear about where she went.” When I didn’t reply, Lopez added, “You haven’t, either.”

“Oh, it’s all over now,” I said, scooping up another bite of ice cream and offering it to him. “So I don’t see why—”

He pushed the spoon aside as he said, “Because filing a false report with the police is illegal.”

“No one filed any false reports!” I put the spoon back in the carton.

“And now Golly’s explanation—like yours, Esther—is vague, contradictory, and makes no sense.”

“I haven’t given you an explanation!” I snapped.

“That’s right. You really haven’t.” His expression said he was waiting for one now.

Oops.

I decided to change the subject. “Can we please focus on my crisis for a minute? I’m out of work!”

He had the grace to look a little contrite. “Okay. Fair enough. Are you—”

“Worried about bills? Yes! I’m also worried about paying rent! Worried about when I’ll get another acting job! And trying to find a way to earn a living until then.”

He let go of my sticky hand and put his arm around me. “I’m really sorry this happened,” he said soothingly. “I know you were hoping the show would run a while, maybe even move to Broadway.”

I leaned into his arm. I’m not prickly, I like being comforted. I admitted, “I guess I wasn’t being realistic. We never really got off the ground, and an expensive show needs to come out of the gate like gangbusters to succeed these days.” I sighed wearily. “But I did think we’d at least make it through summer. So now it’s May and I have no prospects for a summer job. I’ll have to find a way to make some money.”

Lopez had spent enough time with me by now to know that actors differentiate between a real job, which means acting, and just earning money—which means waiting tables, office temping, and other between-job gigs that keep us from starving. In New York, an actor who is “resting” is usually working fifty hours per week somewhere to pay exorbitant rent on an apartment the size of a phone booth. I was lucky, at least, in that I could reduce my expenses by getting a roommate for the second bedroom in my rent-controlled apartment. Although what qualified as a “second bedroom” in Manhattan would scarcely have passed as a small walk-in closet in most other cities.

However, I really liked my space and my privacy; and I also hoped Lopez might start coming over more often. So I’d rather work for a change in my fortunes than let someone move into my apartment. Especially since this city (brace yourself for a shock) is full of weirdos.

“Look,” Lopez said, giving my shoulders a gentle squeeze, “why don’t you change—um, shower and change—and I’ll take you out for a nice dinner. Maybe it’ll cheer you up a little, and we can come up with some ideas for—”

“I can’t,” I said apologetically. “I’ve spent the past two hours making phone calls, and now—”

“I thought you spent two hours being depressed and forgetting I was coming over,” he said.

“I did that, too. I’m a multitasker.” I shrugged. “I’m freaking out right now, but this kind of thing is a standard part of my profession. When you’re suddenly thrown out of work, you have to get on the phone right away to start looking for another job and figure out how to keep paying the bills. No delays, no moping. Even if you’re flat on your back and crawling into a pint of Ben and Jerry’s at the exact same time you’re making those calls.”

“So you were on the phone looking for work today?” he said in surprise. “On Sunday?”

“It’s a twenty-four-seven city. A cop ought to know that.”

“Good point.” He took the spoon from me and helped himself to another bite of ice cream as he asked, “Any luck yet?”

“I don’t know. I had to leave messages with everyone.”

“So bring your cell phone to dinner,” he suggested, “and let’s go out.”

It was a generous offer. I’d have been tempted to strangle a date who spent half the evening on the cell phone, but he was evidently willing to put up with it under special circumstances.

I considered it briefly, but I thought of the effort it would take to shower, get dressed, and primp for a nice evening out with a well-dressed man, and I felt exhausted. Then my stomach churned again, reminding me that eating a lot of ice cream when you’re upset isn’t always such a good idea.

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I just don’t feel up to it right now.”

He looked disappointed but said, “Okay. I can understand that.”

I felt terrible. A man who didn’t sulk under such circumstances was worth more than rubies. “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised. “But I’d be rotten company tonight. Now that I’ve made all my calls . . . now I just want to lie on my couch moping.”

“So you’re saying sex is also off the menu tonight,” he guessed.

I jumped a little, startled. It was the most direct he’d ever been about wanting to get me into bed.

The blue of his eyes suddenly looked darker. “I had plans.”

“And you dressed for the occasion,” I noted.

His gaze dropped to my mouth. “I didn’t do that for you. I did that for the hostess at Raoul’s. I hear she’s hot.”

“You were going to take me to Raoul’s?” It was a pricey restaurant in Soho with a reputation for good food and a romantic ambience. I felt even worse about canceling our date when I recalled, “Oh! You said you had something to celebrate tonight?”

“Yeah.” He removed his arm from my shoulders. Leaning back against the cushions, he said, “But I see it’s not a good night for a celebration. So we’ll do it next time.”

“Did you make reservations?”

“I’ll cancel.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You didn’t know you’d lose your job today.”

I rose to my feet. “I’ll get dressed. Er, shower and get dressed. And we’ll—”

“Suddenly you’re feeling better?”

“Well, no,” I admitted. “But I don’t want to spoil—”

“Then let’s save it for a night when you’re in the mood.” He smiled and added, “For everything.”

“I’m sorry. I feel terrible about this.”

He waved aside my comment. “Forget it. Raoul’s is  the wrong place to take a woman who isn’t hungry. If I’m going to pay that much for dinner, we have to eat every bite.”

I smiled. “Spoken like a man on a cop’s salary.”

The phone rang. I grabbed the receiver . . . but then I just stared at it without pressing the TALK button. I felt a sudden sense of looming dread.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Lopez asked.

“I’m afraid it’s my mother,” I said.

“She calls on Sundays?”

“No, she calls whenever things are going badly.”

As the phone continued ringing, he said, “Don’t you want to talk to her?”

“No, of course not.”

“She’s not one of the people you called today?” he asked.

“Good God, no!”

He blinked at my tone. “Then how does she know things are going badly?”

“I’ve never figured that out,” I said. “She just has this uncanny sixth sense. Whenever things are at their lowest, she calls me. And within minutes, she manages to make me feel even worse.”

“I see.”

“It’s her gift.”

“Maybe you should get a phone with caller ID.”

“I can’t buy a new phone, I’m out of work.” I’m an actress, my budget is tight. My current phone would remain in use until it died. “I should never have given my home number to my mother!”

I knew even from our short acquaintance that Lopez was much closer to his parents than I was to mine. However, since his mother pestered him often by phone, perhaps he sympathized with my problem.

“Here, I’ll answer it,” he said. “If it’s your mom, I’ll tell her you’re in the shower.”

“You can’t do that!” I clung to the cordless receiver  when he reached for it. “I’ll have to explain what a strange man was doing in my apartment while I was showering!”

“I’m not that strange,” he said. “Besides, she must realize you date. I mean, if my mom realizes that I date, then surely—”

“Dating and being naked in the next room are not synonymous in my family. Anyhow, then she’d fight with me about dating someone who’s not Jewish.”

“How would she know I’m not Jewish on the phone?”

There are things that Gentiles just don’t understand about Jewish mothers.

Realizing that any caller who was not my mother would give up in another ring or two, I girded my loins and answered the ringing phone. “Hello?”

“Esther! Esther Diamond! Sweetie! It’s Stella,” boomed a robust female voice in a strong Queens accent.

“Oh, Stella,” I said with relief. “Thanks for returning my call so soon.”

I met Lopez’s eyes and smiled. He took the ice cream carton from my lap and ate another spoonful.

“Are you kidding?” Stella said. “I called back as soon as I got your message. Of course we can use you around here! A good voice, sturdy feet, and a strong back? There’s always a place for you at Stella’s, sweetie. You wanna start this week?”

“I’ll be there tomorrow.” We made arrangements, and then I said, “Thanks, Stella.”

“No problem, sweetie.”

When I hung up, Lopez noted my relief and asked, “An audition? A job?”

“Well, I won’t starve or lose the apartment. I got my old day job back. The one I had right before Sorcerer!  Waiting tables. Though ‘day job’ isn’t quite accurate. I usually get off work around two o’clock in the morning at Stella’s.”

“Stella’s?”

“It’s a restaurant called Bella Stella in Little Italy.”

He frowned. “On Mulberry Street.”

“You know it?” That didn’t surprise me. It was a pretty famous place.

“Of course I know it, Esther. There’ve been two mob hits there in the past five years, and Stella Butera launders money for the Gambello crime family.”

Okay, so it was notorious as well as famous.

Bella Stella was a Mafia hangout, particularly popular with the Gambellos. This notoriety, of course, also made it a hot tourist spot, as well as a stomping ground for certain celebrities. Stella perpetually claimed to be thirty-nine, which was probably a dozen years younger than her true age. The restaurant had been given to her long ago by Handsome Joey Gambello, who’d been her lover for more than twenty years—right up until the night he was assassinated in the restaurant’s bathroom five years ago.

Lopez said, “Look, I know this is only our third date—sort of—but I don’t want you working there. It’s not safe.”

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Nobody there is going to kill  me. I’m just an actress. Er, waitress.”

“When somebody sprays a sawed-off shotgun across the room, the bullets don’t go out of their way to avoid law-abiding citizens,” he pointed out.

“No innocent bystander—or waitress—has ever been harmed at Stella’s.” I’m no fool, I had checked before the first time I started working there.

“Not yet,” he said. “That would be bad for business, and if there’s one things wiseguys love, it’s making money. They’ve been careful at Stella’s so far. But sooner or later, it’ll happen. A waiter or tourist will get killed in the cross fire.”

Since his expression implored me to take him seriously, I did. “I read up on those hits,” I said. “There was no spraying of shotguns.”

“No,” he agreed, “Handsome Joey Gambello was whacked five years ago with a twenty-two caliber, two shots straight into the head. Very professional. Then two years ago, Frankie Mastiglione got shivved while gorging on pasta al forno, and no one realized he was dead until he fell facedown into his dinner after the hitter had already left.”

So Lopez had evidently read up on the murders at Stella’s, too.

“Cops know all sorts of interesting things,” I said.

He continued, “But all it takes is one bullet, Esther. Or one hitter who thinks you may remember his face.”

“I suppose so,” I admitted. “But, then, all it takes is one cab that runs a red light or one lunatic on the subway, right?” Or one sorcerer’s apprentice run amok.

“Spending all your nights at Bella Stella raises the odds of dying young,” Lopez insisted. “The Gambellos have been at war on-and-off with the Corvino family for decades. Things are quiet between them these days, but it wouldn’t take much to trigger another war. And that could make Stella’s a dangerous place to work.”

“How do you know so much about this?” Before he could answer, I said, “Never mind, I get it. You’re a cop, and they’re criminals. Of course you know.”

“Actually—”

“Look, as day jobs go, this is a good one for me. Wiseguys tip well. I make better money at Stella’s than anywhere else, and that’s important.”

“And I want you to live long enough to spend whatever you make.”

“Plus, since we’re all, you know, singing waiters—” This was a special feature of Stella’s; the waiters and waitresses performed on request. “—Stella treats us like actors. She makes it easy for me to get time off for an audition or a quick job, like one day of filming on a soap opera. Most restaurants make that sort of thing a real  headache for me. I even got fired from two other places because of it.”

“My point is—”

“I understand your point,” I said. “I do. But working at Bella Stella is a good between-jobs gig for me. And I can start earning right away, too. So I’m not going to give it up.”

“Esther . . .” Lopez let his breath out, sagged back against the couch cushions, and looked at the ceiling. “I just had to get interested in a starving actress.” He glanced at me and added, “One with no sense of self-preservation.”

I protested, “I have plenty of—”

“Still hanging out with Max?” he asked abruptly.

Another awkward subject. “Sometimes.”

Apart from enduring Golly Gee’s sour temper at work, I hadn’t encountered much Evil since we had eliminated Hieronymus, but I had become fond of Max. So I’d seen him a few times since then. Since Max was nearly 350 years old (though he didn’t look a day over 70), he was certainly not a rival for Lopez. But Lopez thought he was crazy and probably dangerous, and he didn’t like me having anything to do with him.

“Well,” Lopez said after a long moment, “at least I can keep an eye on you at Stella’s.”

I frowned. “You suddenly have time on your hands? Has the crime rate plummeted in the Sixth Precinct, or something?”

He blinked. “Oh. I didn’t tell you, did I?”

“Tell me what?”

“That’s what I wanted to celebrate tonight. My transfer to OCCB finally came through.”

“It did? Good!” I knew he’d been waiting for it for a while. “But . . . I can’t remember what OCCB means,” I admitted.

“Organized Crime Control Bureau.”

“Oh. I guess that’s how you know so much about Bella Stella and the Gambellos. Organized crime. You’ve been studying up for your new post.”

“What happens at Stella’s is pretty common knowledge. But, yeah, I take an interest.” He eyed me. “Anyhow, since I’ll be keeping an eye on the Gambellos, I should be able to keep an eye on you while you’re working at Stella’s.”

“I don’t need anyone to keep an eye on me.” But I smiled at him. I kind of liked that he felt protective of me. I wasn’t used to that, and it made the Big Apple seem a little cozier.

“All the same . . .” He smiled at me, too.

“As soon as I get a night off, maybe we could take another shot at going out and celebrating?” I suggested.

“Not for a couple of weeks,” he said with regret. “Tomorrow I’ve got to go out to Long Island for two weeks of training. I’ll be working long hours, so I’m going to stay with a cousin out there. And I’m going to Nyack next weekend.”

“You do lead a life of glamour.” Nyack was a suburb across the Hudson. Lopez had grown up there.

“It’s my dad’s birthday,” he said. “I thought about asking you to come with me . . .”

“I’m nowhere near ready to meet your parents,” I said firmly.

“Yeah, I thought that’s what you’d say.”

“So you were planning to wine and dine me tonight, get me into bed, and then abandon me for two weeks?”

“That was the plan,” he admitted.

“I’m pretty sure that makes you a cad,” I told him.

He grinned. “I’m coming back. I just wanted to mark my territory before I go.”

“Mark your territory?”

“A woman who could forget I was coming over tonight might forget me completely in two weeks,” he said innocently. “Unless I make a strong enough impression.”

“You’re pretty confident about the effect of marking your territory,” I noted.

“I just don’t want some other guy stepping in while I’m off training to be a more effective officer of the peace.”

“I’m going to be on my feet ten hours a day at Stella’s while you’re gone,” I pointed out. “The only man likely to get my attention is a foot masseur.”

“I give a pretty good foot massage,” he said.

“Yeah?”

He lowered his lashes and nudged my foot with his. “We can start with that when I get back . . . and see where it leads.”

Heat crept through me as I looked at him and felt the gentle pressure of his foot against mine. Securing an income a few minutes ago had revived me a little. I was just about to reconsider the possibility of taking a shower when the phone rang again.

Feeling optimistic now, I said, “That could be my agent.”

I answered the phone. Then I realized my mistake.

“Hi, Mom,” I said morosely.

That sense of looming dread I’d felt when Stella called had been accurate, just a little ahead of schedule.

“Oh, I’m okay,” I lied in response to my mother’s opening question.

Lopez rose to his feet and made leaving motions.

“Just a second, Mom.” I rose to my feet, too, put my hand over the receiver, and said to Lopez, “Two weeks?”

He nodded. “Foot massage.”

“Maybe I’ll massage something of yours, too,” I said.

He grinned. “I’ll show you my favorite places.”

As he headed for the door, I said, “You’re not even going to kiss me good night?”

“With your mom practically in the room? No way.”

“But—”

“Two weeks from now,” he said. “Kisses and . . . whatever else you ask for nicely.”

As I watched my handsome date leave my apartment without a backward glance at my bedraggled self, my mother said, loud and clear, “How’s the show going, Esther?”
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“You and me, honey, we should go out sometime.”

“I’m flattered.” I placed the dinner check on the table and hoped my answer wouldn’t affect the size of my tip. “But I can’t.”

Chubby Charlie Chiccante, a three-hundred-pound capo in the Gambello family, squinted at me as he reached for his wallet. “I’ll show you a good time,” he promised. “Let me tell you something. In the sack, I’m fuckin’ spectacular. Ask anyone.”

I said loudly over my shoulder to Lucky Battistuzzi, who ate here at Bella Stella almost every night, “Lucky, is Charlie spectacular in bed?”

Lucky nodded his grizzled head. “The earth moved for me.”

Four male acquaintances of Charlie’s sitting at a nearby table heard this and guffawed. A predictable round of jokes ensued. I knew from staff gossip that those four guys weren’t Gambellos, they were soldiers in the Buonarotti family. It would be exaggerating to say the Buonarottis were on cordial terms with the Gambellos, but there was enough absence of animosity between the families that Buonarotti wiseguys could dine at Bella Stella, a stronghold of the Gambellos, without  bloodshed. Well, as long as they didn’t irritate any Gambello soldiers.

Whereas Corvino wiseguys knew better than to come near Stella’s. As Lopez had pointed out to me, there was a lot of bad blood between those two families.

Chubby Charlie rolled his small eyes at the crude jokes the Buonarottis were making, then pulled a red silk handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his suit and patted his shiny face with it. Like Lucky, he was a regular at Stella’s. And Charlie, who was in his late fifties, was notorious among the staff; he always ate two full entrees, sweated while he ate, and propositioned his waitress.

Whether Charlie tipped well depended on whether he liked your voice. He always wanted a song with his dinner. If he enjoyed the performance, he left a generous tip. If he didn’t, he stiffed you. And no server at Stella’s chose to argue about this with a man who was rumored to have killed at least seven people (mostly members of the Corvino crime family). Tonight, he had demanded to be seated in my section, and he’d requested a rendition of “That’s Amore.” As always, I’d sung to the accompaniment of our accordion-playing bartender.

Now, as Charlie stuffed his red handkerchief back into his breast pocket, he said to me, “So why won’t you go out with me? You got a fuckin’ boyfriend?”

Lucky put down the newspaper he’d been reading after finishing his dinner and said to Charlie, “Hey, watch your language, paesano. You’re speaking to a lady.”

I smiled at him. Alberto “Lucky Bastard” Battistuzzi had acquired his nickname due to surviving two attempts on his life as a young man, both times because an attacker’s gun jammed. He had spent almost forty years as a hit man for the Gambellos, but he was reputedly retired now. Or semiretired. He’d once quoted another “Lucky” wiseguy to me, the famous Charles Luciano, saying the only way out of his business was “in a box.” According to kitchen gossip, he had probably killed  more people than anyone else who ate at Stella’s. But despite his profession, he always behaved like a gentleman toward me.

“Hey, I’m just askin’ her out,” Chubby Charlie protested. “What’s your fuckin’ problem?”

“You know want to know what my problem is?” Lucky retorted.

“Yeah, I want to know what your fuckin’ problem is,” Charlie riposted.

“You’re asking what my problem is?”

“Yeah, I’m askin’ your fuckin’ problem.”

“I ain’t the one with the problem,” Lucky said.

“No?”

“No!”

“So who’s the one with the fuckin’ problem?” Charlie bristled. “Huh? Come on, wise ass! Tell me!”

I’d worked long enough at Bella Stella to know that this was typical dinner-table talk among wiseguys, so I just accepted the cash that Charlie handed me for his dinner while he was arguing with Lucky, and I interrupted only to ask him if he wanted change. When he said no, I gave him a big smile and tucked a flapping edge of his bright red handkerchief more securely into his breast pocket; he had tipped me very well. I must have been in good voice that evening.

“You’ll be the one with the problem,” Lucky advised him, “if you don’t show some respect. Esther’s dating a cop.”

Chubby Charlie went rigid and looked at me with an appalled expression. “You date a cop?”

I nodded. I hadn’t seen Lopez since he’d left my apartment that Sunday night nearly two weeks ago, and we’d only talked once briefly by phone since then. But we were planning to have another date after he got back from Long Island. Meanwhile, telling customers that I was dating a cop was a quick-fix solution to men like Charlie Chiccante.

“A cop?” Charlie repeated.

“A detective,” I said helpfully.

Lucky said to him, “You want that a cop should hear you’ve been hitting on his girlfriend?”

“Jesus.” Charlie looked at me as if I’d nearly given him a case of the clap. “Dates a fuckin’ cop.”

“And he’s very possessive,” I said. “Wouldn’t like it if he found out you’d even flirted with me.” I smiled at him again. “But I was flattered.”

(Yes, I was hoping to encourage more good tips. I had bills to pay.)

Charlie’s shiny face got quite pink as he heaved himself to his feet. He dropped his napkin on the floor and said, “I was just being charming, you know? Didn’t mean nothin’ by it. Wouldn’t hit on a cop’s girl.”

“Of course not,” I said.

He gave a big belch and patted his massive belly. “Oof! I’m stuffed! I think I fuckin’ ate too much.”

“Oh, really?” Lucky muttered.

Charlie said to me, “Tell Stella the pasta arrabbiata  was fuckin’ out of this world tonight.” He brought his hand to his mouth to kiss his fingers in an eloquent gesture of appreciation, then fastened his suit coat over his enormous stomach. The buttons looked strained. Charlie considered himself a snazzy dresser and often (misguidedly, in my opinion) called attention to his appearance. He dressed more formally than most wiseguys, almost always arriving at Bella Stella wearing a suit and matching accessories (socks, tie, and handkerchief).

After taking a satisfied glance in the mirror on the nearby wall, Charlie wished me good night and left the restaurant.

“What a schmuck,” Lucky said.

“Thanks for stepping in,” I said.

“I don’t like guys who try to take advantage.”

“Me, neither.”

“When’s your cop coming back, anyhow?”

“Friday.” I had told Lucky that Lopez was out of town, though I hadn’t said more than that. He was working this weekend (and so was I), so I wouldn’t see him then, but I hoped we could get together soon. I was looking forward to that foot massage. Or maybe I’d feed him some ice cream again, only this time . . .

“Friday?” Lucky said. “You mean tomorrow?”

Startled out of a very private reverie, I nodded. “Yes.”

Lucky said, “Well, good. It’s about time. He’s takin’ a risk, leaving a pretty young woman unattended for so long.”

I smiled and asked, “And how is it that you’re still unattended, Lucky?” Like most wiseguys, Lucky had married and had children. But Mrs. Battistuzzi had died a few years ago, and Lucky never brought a date to dinner. “Do you like bachelorhood?”

He shrugged. “A man gets lonely.”

“So you think you might settle down with someone again?” I asked as I started clearing Chubby Charlie’s table.

“Well, actually . . .”

When I glanced at Lucky, he lowered his eyes. I thought he might be . . . blushing.

“Hey, Esther, I got that.” Angelo, one of the busboys, came over to Charlie’s table and started clearing it. “Stella says it’s slow tonight, you can leave early.”

I nodded, then asked, “Lucky, can I get you anything else before I go?”

He waved me away. “Nah, I’m fine. Get out of here, kid.”

“This fuckin’ job,” Angelo said. “Such bullshit.”

Angelo Falcone was an aspiring young wiseguy. He had the social skills of a rabid squirrel, and he made sure the rest of us knew that working in a restaurant was way  beneath him. When he wasn’t bussing tables, he was doing everything he could to make himself useful to the  Gambello family, in hopes of achieving a full-time career change. Since I didn’t want to know anything about my coworker’s life of crime, I had told him, too, that I was dating a cop. (Though absent, Lopez sure was coming in handy lately.) And since Angelo wasn’t very bright, I had to keep reminding him about my cop “boyfriend” to make him shut up.

Glad that Charlie had tipped me so well on such a slow night, I went into the staff room, took off my apron, clocked out, and divvied up the bartender’s and busboy’s portions of my tips. Then I grabbed my sweater and purse, and I headed out of the restaurant. As soon as I was out on the street, where my cell phone got better reception, I checked my voice mail. I was hoping for a message from my agent telling me I had an audition. But no such luck. I snapped the phone shut and sighed.

“Did your date let you down?” said a voice behind me.

I turned to see Chubby Charlie approaching the restaurant. He was smiling flirtatiously (as he no doubt imagined it) at me.

Wondering why he was back, I said, “Did you forget something?”

“Yeah.” He grinned. “I forgot to ask you out last time I was here, honey. You’re one of Stella’s girls, right?”

“Um, I’m one of the servers here, yes. But you did  ask me—”

“I thought so! You’re the one with the good voice, yeah? You sang ‘Beyond the Sea’ last time I was here.” He patted his heart. “Got me right here.”

The gesture drew my unwilling attention to his chest. “Did your handkerchief fall out of your pocket?” Although I had tucked it in for him a few minutes ago, I saw that it was missing now.

“Huh?”

“Your red handkerchief,” I said.

“Hey, you remember it?” Looking pleased, he slapped  the empty pocket. “I fuckin’ lost it. Can you believe that? Probably some prick stole it.”

“That was fast.” I wondered who on this street would be reckless enough to pick the pocket of a Gambello killer.

“It matched this tie so great, too,” he said sadly.

“Uh-huh.” I tried to push past him. “Good night, Charlie.”

“Hey, where you goin’, cutie? I want to hear you sing tonight.”

“Your memory’s slipping, Charlie,” I said. “I did sing tonight.”

“Well, I ain’t fuckin’ been inside tonight yet, have I?” Then Charlie noticed my sweater and purse. “So you’re leavin’? I guess I won’t get to hear you sing tonight. Shit. Well, next time, huh? I’d fuckin’ love to hear you do ‘That’s Amore.’ It’s what I was gonna ask you to sing.”

“But . . .” He had asked me to sing it. Tonight. Wondering if he was having some sort of ministroke, I asked, “Are you okay?”

“No! I’m starving to death! I got stuck in traffic. And now, I swear, I could eat the fuckin’ table!”

“But you just ate—”

“Maybe you should join me,” he said. “You look a little dizzy.”

“I . . . I . . .”

“Got a date? Got a boyfriend? Got a fuckin’ dental appointment? What?” he prodded.

“You asked about my boyfriend,” I said, studying him for signs of a mental breakdown. “Do you remember?”

“Yeah, I asked two fuckin’ seconds ago. What the fuck is the matter with you?”

“No, you asked earlier tonight,” I said. “I’m dating a cop. A detective. Remember?”

Charlie fell back a step, an appalled expression on his face. “You date a cop?”

“Yes.”

“A cop?”

Or maybe I was the one having a mental breakdown.

“Jesus.” He shook his head and muttered, “Dates a fuckin’ cop.”

“We had this conversation,” I said.

“When did we fuckin’ have this conversation?”

“Fifteen minutes ago.”

He squinted at me. “Does Stella know you’re doing drugs?”

“I’m not doing—”

“ ’Cuz she runs a clean place. If she finds out you’re into that stuff, she’ll can your ass. And I don’t fuckin’ blame her.” He wagged a fat finger at me. “If you want a good job at a nice place like this, you should keep your fuckin’ nose clean.”

This was just what I needed: to be lectured by a foul-mouthed killer.

“I’m going inside now,” Charlie said. “I’m fuckin’ starving. I could kill for some pasta arrabbiata.” At the door to Stella’s, he paused and looked at me. “You’re still a great singer, though. Even if you are all fucked up.”

“Such a tribute,” I muttered.

Lucky Battistuzzi exited the restaurant as Charlie entered it. When he saw me standing there, staring after Charlie with a frown, Lucky asked, “Was he bothering you again?”

“Not exactly. But I think something’s wrong with him.”

“Yeah, something’s wrong with him. He’s a schmuck.”

“Besides that.” I recounted the conversation to Lucky.

“Isn’t that strange?”

“Hmm. Like the evening was erased from his memory?”

“Yes,” I said. “Including the massive dinner he just packed away.”

“You’d think even a screwball like Charlie would remember that he just ate,” Lucky said, shaking his head.

“Especially since he said just a few minutes ago that he was stuffed.”

“He didn’t even remember you singing?” Lucky asked.

“No.”

“And he seemed to love that. You sounded great, by the way.”

“Maybe he’s having a ministroke?” I wondered if we should call a doctor before Chubby Charlie keeled over in the middle of Bella Stella.

“Maybe he was caught in a time warp or something,” Lucky suggested.

I blinked. “You’ve been watching too much SyFy Channel. I was thinking of something more prosaic. Could a myocardial infarction cause this behavior?”

“What kind of infection?”

“Um, a problem with his heart,” I said. “So that maybe his brain isn’t getting enough oxygen.”

“You think something’s wrong with his brain?” Lucky snorted. “I’d say that’s a given.”

“He’s a hundred pounds overweight, and he packed away enough food at dinner to kill a wildebeest,” I said. “I thought he looked a little red-faced when he left.”

“Red-faced? Well, sure.” Lucky shrugged. “He just found out he was makin’ the moves on a cop’s girlfriend.”

“I’m wondering if his behavior is a warning sign.” Chubby Charlie was a repulsive human being, but I’d nonetheless feel bad about just letting him drop dead tonight, maybe from a stroke or heart attack.

“Ah, Charlie’s always been strange, kid. Moody. Forget it.”

“But—”

“Look, if you’re worried about him,” Lucky said, “why not come to church with me?”

“Because I’m Jewish.”

“God don’t care about that. You could light a candle and pray for Charlie’s good health.”

“I was thinking of doing something more practical than that,” I said. “Like maybe warning Stella or calling a doctor.”

“What makes you think lighting a candle ain’t practical?”

“Spoken like a good Catholic.”

Lucky put his face against the restaurant’s window and peered inside. “Charlie’s already sitting down and yacking at his waitress. Seems perfectly normal to me. Have a look, Esther.”

Following his example, I spotted Chubby Charlie just in time to see him pinch his waitress’ bottom. “Perfectly normal,” I agreed.

“See? No reason to worry.”

“I don’t know, Lucky. What could explain his behavior?”

“Maybe he was pulling your leg,” Lucky suggested. “Havin’ some fun with you.”

“And eating dinner twice in a row tonight?” I said skeptically.

As we continued peering through the window, Charlie looked up and noticed us. He gave us the finger.

That’s when I decided it wasn’t my problem if he was having a major medical incident. Okay, so I’m not as compassionate and selfless as I could be.

Lucky scowled and stepped away from the window.  “Stronzo,” he muttered. “Is that any way to treat a young lady?”

I looked at Lucky. “I think you’re right. He was pulling my leg. And his digestive system defies all norms of human physiology.”

He nodded in agreement. “Okay, then, I’m heading to St. Monica’s.”

It was a church around the corner, between Mulberry and Mott streets, that some of our customers frequented. “Evening Mass?” I asked.

“I might stay for that, depending.”

“Depending on what?”

He lowered his head and shuffled his feet. I thought he might be . . . blushing again. “Well, uh . . . um . . .”

“So if you don’t go for Mass, what do you do there?”

“I light candles for all the dead guys I know. Especially the ones I liked. And, well, there’s, um . . .”

“Have you lost many people?” I asked sympathetically.

“I didn’t lose ’em, I whacked ’em.” Lucky shrugged and added, “But the ones I liked, I’m sure they knew it was strictly business.”

Since I couldn’t think of any response to that, I said, “Well, good night, Lucky.”

“You don’t want to come with me? It’s good for the soul.”

“I want to go home. My feet hurt,” I said truthfully.

“There’s a weeping saint at my church,” he coaxed. “Well, sometimes, anyhow.”

“A weeping saint? Do you mean there’s a good person crying at your church?”

“Was a good person. Long time ago. Now it’s a statue.

Saint Monica.”

“A weeping Saint Monica? I thought it was the Madonna that always weeps.”

“At our church, it’s the saint.” He shrugged. “It’s still a miracle, y’know, either way.”

“Little Italy is full of the strange and the wonderful.” Thinking of Charlie again, I said, “Especially the strange.”

“Well, maybe next time,” Lucky said.

“Maybe next time,” I agreed, realizing he was a little lonely.

As I walked toward the subway station, I opened my cell phone again and dialed my agent’s phone number.

I needed an audition.

 

Two days later, Chubby Charlie Chiccante wasn’t very hungry, and he didn’t want a song.

After requesting a table in a secluded alcove at the back of the restaurant, he only ordered one plate of food for dinner. And when I put his meal in front of him, he just picked at it. Dressed in a tight brown suit, accented by a bright green tie, bright green handkerchief, and (yes, I checked) bright green socks, he looked distracted as he pushed his spaghetti Bolognese around his plate with his fork for ten minutes.

This was so unprecedented that, despite his rudeness the other night, I felt I had to ask if he was all right.

“Er, Charlie?”

“Argh!”

I fell back a step in surprise as he flinched, cried out, and knocked over his water glass. A few diners glanced our way, then went back to shouting and laughing as they indulged in generous quantities of house wine.

Red-faced and breathing hard, Charlie snapped at me, “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

I frowned at him. I had simply walked up to his table. No sneaking involved. “You seem a little tense,” I observed.

“Goddamn right, I’m a little fuckin’ tense!”

I pulled a cloth out of my apron pocket and started mopping up the mess he’d made. “What’s the matter with you?” I said irritably.

“What the matter with me? I’ll tell you what the fuck’s the matter with me!” He looked around, his eyes rolling a little wildly, then leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “I been cursed.”

“You mean someone used bad language? And that bothered you?”

“What? No.” He scowled at me. “I been cursed. You know—someone’s put the evil eye on me! I’m under a cloud. Cursed!”

That clinched it. “Okay, you really do need to see a doctor.”

“I don’t need no doctor, you moron! I need a . . . a . . .” He waved his arms around. “I dunno. Maybe a priest?  Could a priest help me, do ya think?”

“I think an emergency room could help you,” I said. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“I ain’t sick!”

“I think you may be having a stroke,” I said. “Or mini-strokes. You need a doctor.”

“No!”

“Or maybe you need a psychiatrist.”

“I ain’t crazy! This is for real! I saw it! I saw it with my own eyes! I spoke to it, Estelle!”

“Esther,” I corrected.

“And it spoke to me,” he said in rising hysteria. “I’m telling you, it’s real! I didn’t imagine it!”

“What’s real?” I asked, still wiping up the spilled water on his table.

He grabbed my arm with clutching fingers and pulled me closer to his red, sweating face as he said hoarsely, “My double.”

“Your what?”

“My double! My perfect double!”

I tried to pull away from him. His grip tightened ruthlessly on my arm.

Hoping to distract him enough to free myself, I said, “What are you talking about?”

His eyes wide and anxious, he croaked, “I looked into my own face. My own eyes looked back at me.”

“That’s called a mirror, Charlie.” I started trying to pry his fingers off my arm.

“No, this was a real thing! My double, I’m telling you, my double.”

“You mean someone who looks like you?” I had to agree it was a distressing prospect in Charlie’s case.

“No! He was me. He is me,” Charlie raved. “Ain’t you never heard of this?”

“Heard of what?” I asked as I looked around for help.

Charlie needed an ambulance and, I now suspected, restraints. And I needed my left arm back.

“La mia propria faccia nel viso di un altro!” he cried, lapsing into Italian. I’d noticed before that some of the older wiseguys did this in moments of high drama. “La faccia della morte! La morte!”

“What?” I was still looking around.

“Are you paying attention?” Charlie shook my arm. “To look into the face of this thing is to be cursed with death!”

There was no help in sight at the moment. Lucky Battistuzzi hadn’t arrived for dinner yet, and the other two tables in this section of the restaurant were too noisy and boisterous to pay any attention to me and Charlie. We were in a quiet alcove, but I nonetheless hoped another staff member would notice my problem before I had to make a scene and possibly push Charlie over the brink into a heart attack—or a violent psychotic episode. Meanwhile, I kept trying to loosen his grip on me.

“Death? Oh, ‘la morte’—okay, now I get it,” I said. “Charlie, you’re hurting—”

“Okay? It’s not okay, you stupid broad! Don’t you get it? I’m a dead man!”

“You will be if we don’t get you to a hospital,” I agreed.

“A hospital can’t change what’s going to happen to me!”

I had a sudden bright idea. “But you said maybe a priest could? St. Monica’s is just around the corner. Why don’t we go see the priest there, Charlie?”

“You mean Father Gabriel?” he asked with a frown.

I had no idea who I meant, but since the suggestion had created a pause in Charlie’s ranting about death and a double, I said, “Yes. Father Gabriel. Let’s talk to him. Maybe he can help you.”

“You think there’s an exorcism for un doppio?”

“A dope?” I asked in confusion.

“A double. Don’t they teach your people nothin’?” He suddenly let go of me and made an exasperated gesture. I staggered backward and rubbed my left forearm as Charlie said, “Ain’t Jews got this, too? From the old country? Wherever that was for you guys.”

“Got what?” I asked.

“You see your perfect double, a thing that looks and walks and talks and dresses exactly like you . . . And it means you’re gonna die by nightfall.”

I stared at him, surprised and perplexed. “You’re telling me you’ve seen—”

“Ain’t that what I been saying?” A look of dark fear contorted his fat features. “I seen my perfect double today. I been cursed. I’m marked for death.”

“Charlie, you saw someone who looks like you,” I said. “Or maybe you’re having some heart trouble. That’s why I think we should go to the hospital—”

“No!”

“—or to St. Monica’s,” I said quickly. “To see Father Gabriel. We’ll go right now.” And while the priest was talking to the gangster, I’d call 911. “We’ll tell Father Gabriel what you’ve seen, and we’ll ask him what it means.”

“I know what it means.” Charlie shook his head and added with a haunted expression, “I just don’t know who sent it.”

I heard the tinkling of breaking glass, a sharp whistling sound, and a soft thud. I looked around for a second, wondering what it was. Seeing nothing out of the  ordinary, I said, “So do you want to go now?” No answer. He just sat there with a stunned expression on his face. “Charlie?” Still no answer. “Charlie?”

That was when I saw the huge red stain blossoming on his chest.

“Charlie!” I screamed.

Without even blinking, he slid out of his chair, fell to the floor, and lay there dead.
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