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			louse /lous/

			noun

			
				1.	Blood-sucking wingless parasite that lives on the skin of birds and mammals.

				2.	Cold-blooded, blood-sucking, piece of crap of a person who gets what he deserves. Well, sometimes…

			
			…or maybe never.

			


	

KINDRED SPIRITS

			With one lift of the golf club, and one swing, unbeknownst to anyone else in the entire building, the job had been done. And for good measure, another swing went up, came crashing down, hitting just the right spot. Then a dark red liquid came spilling out. Hoping not to get caught, Jeremy ran as fast as he could on his five year old legs, without taking the time to see what he’d broken. All he knew was that he and the other kids had been forbidden entry into this one sacred room, and he was not happy about it. The owners of the house—who were happily partying with their guests in the ballroom while all of the guest’s children were playing in the quarters prepared for them upstairs, down the hall, and around the corner—were adamant about “no one” entering this one particular room. Being confined to the “dumb kid’s room” playing a bunch of “dumb kid games” was not the way he wanted to spend his evening, so he decided to make his own fun. He wasn’t used to playing with kids, and preferred the company of older people, so being denied that was not something he was willing to take lying down. If he couldn’t be downstairs with the grownups, he was going to make it to the forbidden room—whatever it took to not be stuck with a bunch of kids. Determined to leave his mark, he’d successfully snuck out of the designated playroom and made it safely into the hallway. But getting to the sacred room without being seen posed a bit of a challenge. The room was not that close to the upstairs spot, yet way too close to the downstairs one: a two to three minute walk away, but a forty-five second run…

			 

			“Oh, Dad: I’m so excited! Sheena is going to meet me at the ranch in Prada next week! She’s bringing the boys…Well, they’re not boys-boys. They’re show horses,” Ramaya said as she saw the eyebrow raised expression on her father’s face at the mere sound of the word “boys”. “And I am thirty…”

			“Twenty-seven,” he interjected before she could qualify herself for a weekend on one of his better properties with her best girlfriend and a bunch of guys he’d never met.

			“Twenty-seven? Thirty? What’s the dif…?”

			“Three years, a new decade, higher ordered thinking or more mature decision making skills, and no unwanted kids,” he said as if to finish a sentence he’d programmed her to know.

			“Whatever, Dad. You’re going to have to let me grow…Anyways…” She stopped herself so she could get back to what she wanted to tell him. “There’s about twenty five of them!”

			“Twenty-five?” he asked in astonishment. “That’s quite a few. I know the ranch is large, but that’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

			“No, Daddy. Don’t be silly. She’s not bringing all of them. She’s only bringing hers and…well.” She hesitated with a big, oh-Daddy-please-thanks grin, then finished. “…mine.”

			“Yours?”

			“Yes, Daddy! Thanks! I knew you’d be okay with this! You’re the best!” she screamed, sounding to him the way she did when she was seven years old. That was four years after her mother was “brutally gunned down.” Those words began to play over and over in his head. “Brutally gunned down…brutally gunned down…brutally gunned down…BRUTALLY GUNNED DOWN…”

			“…kindred spirits, like you always say, daddy. See, I listen. I’m not going to have a child until I meet the man with whom I’m kindred spirits. Just like Mommy and you…” Ramaya continued without noticing that her dad had checked out for a few minutes.

			“Brutally gunned down” was Nicholi’s description of what had happened to the only woman he’d ever loved in his younger days. The fact of the matter was that she was shot by a homeowner she was going to shoot in a home invasion heist Nicholi himself was supposed to be on. Meridia had decided to fill in at the last minute, against his wishes, as a migraine had come on suddenly, and knocked him out of functionality.

			“Sirjan, what the heck are these people doing up ahead?” he asked the driver of the car.

			“I think there’s been an accident up ahead, Sir. The turnpike is normally congested at this time of day, but there seems to be more traffic than normal,” replied the driver.

			“And you know this because…” he trailed his own sentence.

			“I checked the traffic report, Sir,” he answered humbly.

			“What are these people doing?” Nicholi asked, referring to the drivers of cars who had driven out into the emergency vehicle lanes in order to get two to three cars ahead by cutting back into the lanes they’d driven out of. “Oh, My Lord! There goes another one. This is the reason traffic gets so thick,” he said. But in a mere glance between the two of them, Sirjan was given the “if-you-can’t-beat-them-join-them” go ahead, and within minutes, he had somehow maneuvered the black stretch limo in and out of the emergency lanes as well. Silently, but in unison, the two chuckled. Ramaya, who’d been quiet throughout the exchange, waited for her father to handle his business with Sirjan, then began speaking again when her father’s eyes met hers, giving her the okay to speak again. She had been trained well.

			


	

TWO

			“’Kindred Spirits.’ That’s how I described us to all of those who had questions,” Meridia glowed, to which Nicholi glowered. “Why do you get so angry, Handsome?” she asked as she raised her hands to smooth away his scowl.

			“Rich people are so unfair, and so unkind,” he snorted.

			“Oh, Sweetie!” she exclaimed. “Don’t you understand? ‘Rich’ is only a state of mind.”

			“Tell that to their bankers,” he retorted.

			“Oh, we do,” she said with a sinister chuckle. “We do every single heist. That’s why we do what we do! We tell the rich folks, their insurance companies, AND their bankers! Rich is a state of mind, Baby. Only poor people get angry about people being rich, and that’s because they are angry at what they feel they can never be. But a rich person doesn’t get angry; he gets richer. By whatever means necessary!” she finished with a scowl of her own.

			“But your people make it hard for people like me…” he began.

			“NO!” she snapped. “YOU make it harder on yourself  and others like you. YOU make rich people act the way they do by bowing to them. YOU give money its power by releasing YOUR dignity to it…”

			“But don’t you do the same by stealing it?” he snapped back.

			She glared back at him for a few seconds that seemed like days to him. He’d used the forbidden word: “stealing”. He knew there would be repercussions, so he braced himself. Before spitting a big one in his face, she slapped him. Hard. Very hard. “We don’t steal,” she began through clenched teeth. “We help those selfish, spoiled BRATS share the wealth!”

			He wiped his face with the hem of his shirt.

			“That shirt you’re wearing wasn’t free; nor was it cheap,” she started. “Yet you use it to wipe spit from your face. The shoes you wear on your feet…”

			“I didn’t mean that. I apologize.”

			“You ‘apologize,’” she repeated him flatly.

			“It’s just that your people are as bad as the ones they ‘do business’ with,” he began to explain.

			“Wow,” she said, calming down at his corrected tone. “Now you’re talking with sense. We ‘do business’ with them. When these people insure their belongings, they increase the value of each, and add extra items to their lists. When they report the items stolen, insurance companies increase their premiums and get more money from them than they should. We go in, do our part, making the rich and their insurance companies richer. At the same time, we help the insured by forcing insurance companies to have to pay out as well as take in! Everybody gets paid. Including YOU!”

			“But your people…” he said, returning to the original conversation.

			“My people don’t trust do-gooders like you, so they ask questions. They want to know what I see in you. They need to know whether or not you pose a threat of any kind. A family like mine has to be cautious; they can’t throw caution to the wind. When one of us goes emotional, the others go factual. They have to be my eyes and ears when love renders me deaf, dumb and blind,” she explained.

			“Hmmm…I guess that makes sense,” he said approvingly. “That makes a lot of sense, but what’s the verdict?”

			“Honey Bumps, you’ve been around for a while and you’ve passed every test. You’re in,” she said with a smile.

			“Tests?” he asked.

			“Yes. Tests.”

			“What tests?” he pushed.

			“Oh, Sweetie, you were being tested from the first time I mentioned your name to them. Even by me. There have been background checks, word on the street tests, mental tests of agility and strength, etc., and it was all done right under your nose,” she said as she lightly tapped him on the nose with her index finger. “My people don’t take those kinds of risks. Outsiders aren’t a safe bet.”

			“We’ve been together five years…”

			“But I’ve known you seven,” she said, cutting him off sharply. “And that’s enough to begin the process of us being together forever. Now, enough of your questions and inquiries. We are kindred spirits, so we can now have our baby.”

			He nodded affirmatively as she led him by the hand to a bedroom that was prepared for her by her father for a day such as that one. Even the pregnancies in this family were carefully calculated. Fighting the urge to look under the bed or in the closet to find which of her family members would also be a part of this event, he lost himself mentally inside her words, and let her have her way with him. As always, she took care of him in a way that transcended all space and time. It was as if he would become entranced and only regain cognizance when she would let him know they were finished in the way that only SHE could. For him, there was no doubt; they were indeed kindred spirits.

			


	

THREE

			Back in the children’s area, no one had noticed how quickly Jeremy had snuck out or in. There were adult staffers on hand, but tending to the whims of thirty-five “snot-nosed little brats”—who’s noses weren’t dirty at all—proved a task daunting for even four generously paid servants. Bending over backwards for children who could instantaneously have you sent to the back of the unemployment line was tedious work. Keeping up with just one of these demanding children could keep you unnecessarily busy for hours; with thirty-five of them, eight and three quarter hours could nearly drive you insane. One slipping through the cracks was only a problem if he couldn’t be found at the end of the evening, or if he got hurt and you couldn’t explain why. So as long as the head count was exact, and no one was bleeding at the end of the event, your pay would be handsome, and you’d be invited back for the next gig. Well, as long as the bleeding wasn’t coming from any of the kids.

			The red stuff in the forbidden room continued to pour out from under the tarp untouched until its owner sensed a clear coast. He’d managed to stop the blood from gushing from near his temple, but had to wait until he no longer heard hustling and bustling from the room down the hall before attempting to get help. He made it out safely, but had clearly missed all the signals from his team. The others knew a missed signal meant trouble, and that trouble meant to disperse, no matter how much you wanted to stay and help. One monkey stopped no show; two or more wrapped the project, and it’d be lights out for everybody, and no one was willing to have that happen. After four hours of waiting, a bloody Nicholi surfaced, bruised and broken, and in one piece; dazed, confused and barely alive, but in one piece. The team was relieved, but all of them knew that things would never be the same. Nicholi felt different, and even though the deep gash above his left temple could have provided an acceptable explanation for the delay, all the others knew the wound was only a small part of the larger picture, and they were correct. Something had gone terribly wrong.

			Nicholi gave no explanation for what had happened that night because he was unsure himself. He knew he’d blacked out and woke up in excruciating pain. He felt wet and dizzy, and when he put his hand on the source of the pain, he drew back blood. Feeling a little dizzier at the sight of all the blood, he almost passed out again, but he knew he had to stay conscious. He needed to get out of this house before being discovered. Having been a medic in the armed forces, he knew how to care for his wound, even though nothing he used to help would be sterile, or even sanitized, but he had to do what he had to do, which was control the bleeding. He knew he couldn’t have been out of it for too long because he hadn’t bled out. But there was a lot of blood. A whole lot of blood. It was everywhere, which, if discovered, could pose a problem for the entire group. But there wasn’t much he could do about that. He wondered what had happened to him for a moment, but caught himself. Time was of the essence. Getting out of the house was going to be complicated unless he timed it just right. He couldn’t afford to get caught. Damn the mission; he’d have to abort for sure. There would be others…or would there? His head hurt like hell.

			Nervous he’d be found out, Jeremy sat quietly in the back corner of the children’s quarters, which wasn’t a difficult feat for him since he never talked more than he had to anyway. If you wanted answers from this kid, it’d be like pulling teeth, so most people who knew him never bothered to ask him much. When his parents came to retrieve him that evening, he didn’t seem to them to be acting any differently from usual. He was; they just didn’t notice.

			“Hey, Jere. Ready to go?” his dad asked, not really expecting an answer.

			Jeremy shot his dad a glance, grabbed for his hand and held on tightly as soon as the two connected. The dad was slightly inebriated, so the unusual clinginess from his son went unnoticed. His mother, angry at the fact that her husband had fallen off the wagon, didn’t pay attention to the change in behavior, either. The family said their goodbyes as they walked out of the house and to their car, but once in, the mother lit into the father, starting an argument that paralyzed the child with so much fear that he pushed the earlier incident to the back of his mind, only rarely thinking about it over the next thirty years. The father ended up leaving the family home that night and never coming back. The mother, distraught for years over the abandonment, became dependent on the boy for more emotional support than he had to give, but it worked in his favor in that the dreams that would have haunted him were never allowed to manifest. At least, not while he was a young boy. And not while he was lightly sleeping or awake.

			


	

FOUR

			“It’s a girl!” yelled the midwife hired to assist in the home delivery. (She was also a close family member who knew what they did for a living, therefore refusing to offer her services for free).

			“I KNEW it!” Nicholi screamed. For reasons known only to him at the time, he did not want a boy. “So I get to name her.”

			“I’m good for my promise. We agreed you’d name our daughter, so there’s nothing I can say–unless you come up with some craziness that will embarrass my daughter and me…”

			“Ramaya Diamond,” he blurted out.

			“Hmmm…,” Meridia said. “I like it.”

			“Mommy, let’s talk about it later. I’m sure you need to rest up,” Nicholi said to his wife who had just given birth. Then he kissed her softly on her forehead.

			“I’m exhausted, but I’m okay. We can discuss her name…”

			“Not now,” he insisted. “She’ll have it for the rest of her life. You need to rest NOW.”

			“Yes, Sir, Boss,” she quipped, to which he smiled, knowing that if either of them had earned that title, it had definitely been her. When her dad, the founder of the group was deemed unable, she took ahold of the reigns, taking the group to all new heights by taking risks her dad never would have. She made them a lot of money, encouraged the members to move themselves and their families into better homes and into better situations without drawing unnecessary attention to themselves, taught them how to invest wisely, and counseled them through any and every emotional setback that occurred. The emotion that sometimes caused the heists to backfire needed to be tended to immediately. If not, the risk of someone cracking and leading law enforcement to the group was high, but Meridia always seemed to know what to do, and when to do it:

			 

			“Good grief. Where are you, Dude? Earth to the new dad,” Karina, the midwife sister of Meridia, joked. “Where are you? And is my money with you? If so, toss it down here so I can go home.” Nicholi laughed, and Karina held out her hand to receive her pay.

			“It’s in the third drawer from the left in the cherry and maple antique bureau in the guest room near the first bathroom on the east wing of the house,” Meridia chimed in.

			“Always on time, Chief,” Karina said before marching away to find it. And when she did, thinking Nicholi would be blindly preoccupied with his wife and new baby, she went rummaging through his house, looking for more. Karina, the youngest of five siblings, was never allowed to become a part of the group. Instead, her father and older siblings put her through nursing school. Excelling in her classes at the university level, and finishing a nurse practitioner program, she was successful, but resentful of the fact that the other siblings seemed to have more than she did. She was most resentful of Meridia, who seemed to have it all; money, property, a doting husband, and now a new baby, but most of all, respect from the group and everyone who she seemed to encounter. Karina despised her big sister because she didn’t think the respect was warranted. After all, her sister was a thief! She was a nurse practitioner who had worked her ass off to become what she was, but her sister, the criminal, garnered more respect from more people than Karina could comprehend, and for that, she was dangerously envious. On several occasions, she’d considered anonymously leaving a trail for the police to follow, but the thought of the consequences of being found out were too much to bare. So, for many years, those thoughts just remained for her a source of private entertainment. But on this day, she entertained a long overdue new fantasy: robbing a career thief and getting away with it. She chuckled and began looking for things to take.

			“What the hell?” Nicholi said under his breath.

			“What’s going on?” a groggy Meridia asked her husband as she saw him adversely react to something he seemed to be watching on an electronic device.

			“Stocks,” he lied. “But this is certainly nothing for you to be concerned about; especially not right now. Get some rest, My Love. Our beautiful baby girl is sleeping, so you should get some while you can,” he said as he hugged and kissed her while watching his sister-in-law rummage through their belongings on his handheld security screen.

			


	

FIVE

			“Today!” he demanded. “Get it taken care of today!” Nicholi ordered through clenched teeth. Five months had passed since the birth of the baby and the day he’d intercepted his wife’s sister stealing from them. He knew Karina was taking valuables from his house on a regular basis because he’d seen her on his security screen each time. Sometimes he’d see her while she was rummaging; other times he’d see her on playback. On at least two occasions, he made himself visible to her, trying to deter her, but it was as if she didn’t care. She’d tuck the item or items she was stealing inside her clothing or inside whatever she was carrying without breaking stride. He’d be able to clearly spot the bulge of the item, after all, he was a thief himself! He knew every trick of the trade, considering he’d been stealing professionally for many years. You’d think his sister-in-law would know he’d know exactly what she was doing. A thief knows another thief when he sees one, but that was the problem: Karina was not a thief! She was totally oblivious to the fact that Nicholi was on to her, and she was too smug in her individual operation to know how naïve she really was. Somehow, she thought she had him fooled, and that really bugged him. How stupid did she think he was? Did she not think he’d have his own house secured with high tech camera and audio equipment? Was that the reason her family never allowed her in?

			He was actually thinking these thoughts as he was making his routine appearance in the hallway when he saw the straw that broke the camel’s back; Karina was carrying heisted items tucked in a pink blanket belonging to his precious baby girl! In doing so, his sister-in-law, his daughter’s aunt, had committed the sin of all sins in the book of heisting, according to the book of Nicholi. Ramaya was NEVER to be brought anywhere near the family profession. He would NOT be like Meridia’s father. He would NEVER introduce his daughter to the business, not even through her clothing or baby accessories. Nicholi had reached the end of his rope. Karina had to die, and NOTHING would change his mind. He passed by her and spoke cordially. She returned the greeting but continued walking right past him. By now, in his estimations, she’d stolen approximately $100,000 worth of money and his family’s belongings. He couldn’t tell his wife of her sister’s new habit because she would have never believed him, and only God knows what she would have done to make sure Nicholi NEVER felt the liberty to make such an accusation again. Nicki wasn’t afraid of Meridia, but he was concerned about the loyalty of her subjects. She wouldn’t have had to utter a sound. All it would have taken was a side glance, and the end of his life would have been imminent. Nick was no fool; he knew not to accuse his wife’s dear Karina.

			“Today!” His words came back to him. For just a second, he wanted to be shocked at his own behavior, but not for much longer than that. The memory of the bulge in the pink, furry blanket was enough for him to reclaim his fury. “This is NO life for a child of mine. After this last heist, there will be no more. Not even for me,” he mumbled to himself. “Rudolfo didn’t protect her mother, but I’m not like Rudolfo. Not now, not ever. This is it, I promise you, Little Ramaya. This is the last one.”

			Little did he know, there was a lot of truth to that statement; it would be his last time, and her mother Meridia’s as well.

			 

			


	

SIX

			“The most difficult thing for people in this life—no matter who you are—is the management of emotions. When you’re a kid, and tragedy strikes like that, you could end up having to manage feelings for yourself, your parents, and your siblings, as well as others who empathize with your situation. It gets tougher and tougher to hold it all together in a good way. For that matter, it’s nearly impossible to grow from early tragedy into healthy adulthood when you’re forced as a child to ignore your own thoughts and feelings— and that’s if you were ever managing them in the first place. You stop feeling your own stuff because you no longer have time to. It’s almost as if those close to you stop dealing with their issues as soon as they see that you can—and will—tend to theirs for them. It’s a tough spot for a kid that young to be in because the human brain isn’t even completely developed in the area of executive decision making until age twenty-five. This kid, who is not a man, is being forced to do what even grown men struggle to do: deal with emotions! When your mom checks out, you become her husband, then her dad,” Jeremy explained to Ramaya after watching and relating to a poignant news story about a young boy who had sought therapy for himself and his family after his father fell severely ill.

			“Wow! That’s a lot,” she said, shaking her head in disgust. “That’s a lot for a kid! My dad had to be everyone for me—my mom and my grandparents, and, well—everything for me because I didn’t have any other family around, but I never had to be any of that for him. I got to be a kid because he did his job well as a parent, and I think he did a fairly decent job, don’t you? I mean, look at me,” she said as she stood up and paraded in front of him.

			He laughed. “Well, I just met you, so I can’t really say, but so far, so good, I guess.”

			“What do you mean you guess?” She laughed then threw a nearby pillow at him.

			“Four months is not a long enough time to make that kind of assessment…” he began before she cut him off.

			“You’re not a counselor, so you can relax. Besides, I don’t need therapy. Like I said, my dad did a great job!” she snapped, changing her tone too quickly for him to keep up with her flow.

			He glared at her for a few seconds before saying, “If that was an attempt to poke fun at me because I’ve been in therapy, I need to let you know that it didn’t work. I don’t apologize for having gone for help, nor am I ashamed of having had it; it’s the smart thing to do.”

			“Jeez, Dude! I wasn’t ‘poking fun’ at anything; especially that! Relax. You need to calm down. Do you think you’re the only one to have ever seen a counselor?” she asked.

			“Obviously not, but you’re certainly not the first to try to make me feel weak because I have.”

			“Well, you can relax. I know a few people who have been in therapy. I mean I’ve never been, but I have friends who have. I know it’s nothing to joke about, but you really need to stop being so sensitive. It’s not a good look.”

			“Whatever,” he said. “Where did Sheena and Eric go? They should have been back by now.”

			Ramaya shot him an expression in an effort to answer his last question, which went straight over his head because he wasn’t good at reading between any lines. He continued to look over his shoulder toward the door like a lonely puppy waiting for his owner to walk in after having been gone for some time. What Ramaya would learn later was that he didn’t really care about the whereabouts of their friends. Changing the subject was his way of checking out of a conversation he was no longer willing to have. By no means was he as naïve as she thought he was.

			“I guess they’re not coming back any time soon, are they?” he asked, then shrugged his shoulders.

			She didn’t respond. What he’d learn about her was that she was not up for being his substitute mommy. She understood he’d been abused emotionally and neglected as a child, or whatever, but it was NOT her responsibility to recoup that time for him. In order to be in a relationship of any kind with her, he was going to have to decide which he was going to be: stuck back in time or over it, but he couldn’t be both because she wasn’t going to let him.

			“I guess they’ve stopped by the stables to check on the horses; she brought different ones this time,” he said, attempting to ease the tension.

			Ramaya said nothing. For a couple of seconds, she stared coldly at him. The look was so piercing that it made him feel uneasy. It was a new feel for him—not the uneasiness, but rather the command she had over her own emotions. Standing at 6'3'' tall, weighing a solid 220 lbs., with the sandy blonde, curly hair, and the dark eyes his German and Greek mixed heritages had given him, not many women were able to contain themselves in his presence. He was used to women folding immediately under the slightest amount of pressure from him. But not this one. This woman was very present mentally and emotionally. Nothing he said or did caused her to kowtow. What it did, however, was cause her to check him.

			“Really?” she asked. “That’s all you’ve got?”

			“I beg your pardon…” he began, but stopped as she drew closer.

			“Listen, Gorgeous, I’m sure you’re used to women trying to get inside your head to find a place they can rest their hearts, but that’s not what’s happening here,” she said, meaning every word of it.

			“I’m sorry, what?” he asked, almost with a chuckle. He knew in that instant he liked her.

			“You’re not as emotional as you pretend to be. I’m not falling for it. If you’ve had to be aware of your emotions while taking care of an emotionally unstable mother since you were five, you’re not as sensitive as you pretend to be. You’ve either gotten this emotion thing down to a science, or you need meds. Nice try.”

			Genuinely dumbfounded, he asked, “Nice try? What do you mean by that?”

			“Really? Do you think I’m stupid?” she asked.

			“I would hope not, or the last four months would have been a total waste of my time,” he said, coming back strongly.

			“Whatever,” she snarled, rolling her eyes, which turned him on even more. “Maybe they are at the stables. Let’s go and see,” she said with a sarcasm he caught this time.

			“They’re adults. They’ll come back when they’re ready,” he added, seeming to her to have grown up some during their hot exchange. “So does this mean we’ve had our first argument?” To this he received another pillow upside his head and a quaint smile. Laughing it off, he returned the pillow gently, laid down on the couch where he was once sitting and began to drift off to sleep. Ramaya, who was seated on an adjacent couch, did the same. Although they drifted off similarly, their dreams were quite different.

			


	

SEVEN

			“Done, Boss,” Sirjan called and said.

			“Good. I’ll have a nice package waiting for you when you get here,” answered Nicholi.

			“Will there be anything else for the evening?” Sirjan asked his boss.

			“Nothing yet, but I’ll let you know if anything else comes up. Just hurry up and get them to me,” Nicholi ordered.

			Sirjan took the processed photos and placed them in an envelope. The shots of the couple were enough evidence for Nicholi to confront his daughter about the not-so-secret goings on in her newly private world. Until about four months before, his daughter would check in with him daily and visit him two to three times a month. As of late, the phone calls had been trickling in once every forty-eight to seventy-two hours, and the visits had been scarce. And for the first time in her life, she’d been less than honest with him about her world. He knew that without having to ask her. How did he know? Because a thief has to be sneaky in order to be successful, and a professional sneak can spot a novice without looking twice…

			“It’s done, Boss,” Nicholi heard when he answered his phone. Wanting to grieve the loss, Nicholi knew he couldn’t. It wasn’t the loss of his sister-in-law he’d put a hit out on; it was the loss of the part of his wife that would be missing as soon as she found out her sister was gone. It was also the loss of that part of their relationship that would go missing once he had to start hiding the truth about it from her; the openness they shared that made their relationship so great would diminish by default. The death of his sister-in-law was not a loss to him at all, but rather a danger his precious daughter would now be safe from. If Karina hated Meridia so much that she’d steal from her, there would be no limit to what she could feel for and/or do to her sister’s only child. With six in one hand, and a half dozen in the other, he knew his best bet was to keep this one a secret, which was not going to be a problem because the only other person who knew was his trusted driver/body guard/personal assistant, who had for many years been plagued with long and short term memory loss. And that was the way Nicholi liked it.

			 

			


	

EIGHT

			“This beauty over here is a…uh…a…”

			“…philodendron,” the attending nurse finished, to which Johnny D. dropped his head. “It’s okay,” she whispered to him as the group they’d been showing the grounds continued on their tour. Picking up her pace and moving past him, she caught up to the front of the group, turning to walk backwards to get their attention. “Memory lapses are common with many of our residents,” she informed in a voice too low for Johnny D. to hear, since his embarrassment had caused him to fall to the back of the 12 member pack and begin to straggle behind, increasing the distance between the two of them. “Hearing loss is second to it, with the challenges of focus and concentration coming in a close third,” she said, completing a truth-filled attempt at comfort for everyone in the group, as she escorted the owner of the facility and his family to the next building.

			Rudolfo had been a member of the United States armed forces for many years and was a retired, high ranking member of the military police force. By the year Meridia was born, he had joined the civilian police force. That was how the heisting began, and why it was so successful. Rudolfo not only knew the city, but had been invited to serve as security for many of the festivities put on by its most affluent residents. Because of this, he had been given free rein to roam around the homes and properties of many of his targets. Not only was he able to get to know the layouts of the homes, properties, and other structures, he got to know schedules—of his victims as well as their neighbors! “Rudy,” as they called him, was smarter than they’d given him credit for. They treated him as their “privileged watch dog,” as he’d always say in fits of anger, giving him blind trust. No matter how much he did for them or with them, he was never good enough to be one of them because he wasn’t wealthy like them. Their money kept them from seeing just how smart he was, so he decided to outsmart them.

			“…and this one is a rhododendron,” Johnny D. could be heard saying as he began making his way back to the front of the group.

			“He’s recovered,” Elena, the nurse, informed her boss’ boss. “Sometimes it only takes a few minutes; other times it could be a day or two, if he recovers at all, but he’s made tremendous progress over the years.”

			“How long has he been here?” Nicholi inquired.

			“Long before me,” she answered quickly, indicating a lack of desire for him to overhear their conversation. “And what happened to the bougainvillea?” she asked Johnny D. to insure the termination signal of her previous conversation.

			“The ‘bougainvillea’?” Johnny D. repeated, to which she responded affirmatively.

			“Yes, the bougainvillea.”

			“There are no bougainvillea here. That’s the plant Sirjan made his way through so that the cats wouldn’t eat him,” he said.

			To everyone’s surprise, a typically uninterested in “small” people Nicholi asked, “Well, who’s Sirjan?”

			Johnny D. smiled widely. “Sirjan is a mouse. He’s the main character in my favorite book. I like to read. Yeah…I like to read, but sometimes I can’t remember things, so I read about Sirjan so that I can,” he bashfully admitted.
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