For the month of July, we focus on a Spanish Harlem bodega owner, who slaved for decades to help put food on the table for his family, and sent his son and daughter off to professional careers. This owner falls prey to a robbery, which wasn’t the first time, but becomes the tipping point toward retribution. But with vengeance comes the even greater price of artful deception. This is the story we call…
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The clamorous echoes of Spanish Harlem rang throughout the summer evening with emergency vehicles of all types whizzing by. And then there were the occasional souped-up cars, where motorists screeched by with the windows down, blasting upbeat Latino music as if they were auditioning for a DJ position. But this was the make-up that Frankie Ortega, a sixty-something bodega owner on Second Avenue and East 113th Street, had become associated with for years.

Frankie ran his store like a top. He had his familiar patrons of the neighborhood, some going all the way back forty years when he bought the store from a retiring Rafael Benito. And then Frankie would occasionally come across a newcomer, but he would always treat everyone as if they were family. Speaking of which, his many years in upkeeping the place paid off, as he sent his son Jonathan through college and eventually medical school, with the start of an up-and -coming practice as a doctor. And there was his daughter Nadia, who was one year removed from passing the State Bar Exam, promoting her ambition of becoming a fighting attorney for the underprivileged. 

9:08. In less than an hour, Frankie was going to call it a day and head home to the waiting arms of his wife of forty-three years, Maria. A plate of chicken and rice would be waiting for him. It didn’t matter how long the dinner was sitting on top of the stove, Frankie never complained and washing the meal down with a bottle of cerveza. 

As Frankie’s store worker, Moises, swept the aisles and straightened out the shelves, the store habitual loiterer, Sammy Guerrero, began pouting off on politics or sports.

“I don’t know why you don’t allow the state to sell lottery tickets, Frankie. Look at that guy Hameed two blocks away. He sells them left and right. And you know you get a percentage.”

Frankie sprouted a subtle smile at his amigo.

“And then you have all of these bums clogging up the store. Ah, I don’t know. Maybe someday I’ll do it. By then I might sell the business and make it a selling point for would-be suitors.”

As they shared a laugh, a young stranger entered with a scruffy beard and rumpled clothes. Frankie had seen this kind before. He kept a keen eye on the ruffian, who kept on sniffling. Frankie pegged him as an addict looking to satisfy a fix. And that would require money. Perhaps Frankie’s money. The store owner played it cool and cleared his throat.

“Good evening, may I help you?”

The intruder sized up Frankie, Sammy and Moises. Frankie realized that the man figured he was outnumbered. And then came the equalizer.

“Hand over your money, Grandpa!”

Frankie held up his hands as he noticed the stranger holding what appeared to be a 9-millimeter. It could have been fake, but Frankie was in no position to call his bluff.

“Okay! Okay! But I don’t have much money! I make it a point to drop money in a safe below.”

Frankie spied on Sammy, who was about to lunge at the robber. But the thug was too wise.

“Get back by the refrigerated case! You and the kid! Now!”

Sammy and Moises did the robber’s bidding as Frankie emptied what little money there was in the till.

“Here! It’s one hundred forty-three dollars! Keep it! Just leave us alone!”

The thug snatched the money from Frankie’s hand, all the while keeping the barrel of the revolver pointed at Frankie’s heart. The robber didn’t appear to be too pleased with the meager haul, but left just the same.

With the robber gone, Frankie closed his eyes and released a huge sigh while placing his hand over his heart. Meanwhile, Moises made steps as if trying to go after the punk. Frankie wrenched his left eye open.

“Moises! Stop! I don’t want you hurt!”

“But, Mister O! You’re going to let that bastard get away with it.”

“Trust me. Let the police handle this matter.”

“I’ll call him for you, Frankie,” Sammy volunteered.

“Thanks. I’ll have the police look at the surveillance camera inside.” Frankie turned to Moises. “Why don’t you go home. Sammy and I will wait for the cops to come.”

With his nerves pulsating throughout his body like fireworks on the Fourth of July, Frankie leaned on Sammy for more than just support. The shopkeeper needed a lifeline. 

***
Frankie tried his best to hide the scars of the frightful night before, but his nerves were still on hyperdrive throughout his body. Of course, Maria knew right away there was something awry when Frankie came home. And he received another lecture about selling the business. But Frankie was a stubborn cuss, unwilling to yield to conventional wisdom that his years as a bodega owner were numbered. 

Lemuel opened the store as he did every morning. But the moment Frankie stepped in at 10:00 am, Lemuel began to question his boss on how much was taken from the till.

“That’s my responsibility and my business,” Frankie groused. 

“Hey, sorry, Frankie. I was just concerned for your own safety, not so much was stolen.”

“That is of my concern. And furthermore…”

Frankie stopped in midsentence as both he and Lemuel heard the front door open. In the archway stood a distinguished gentleman who certainly didn’t appear as someone indigenous to the environs. No. This man wore a black suit, white shirt and a red necktie. He also sported a neatly trimmed black goatee and toyed with an impressive walking stick. To top off his refined haberdashery, the bon vivant covered his pate with an impressive bowler. Fine for Fleet Street in London, but for Spanish Harlem?

Frankie wrinkled his face, unsure what to make of this stranger. Maybe someone trying to sell him something and using a classy style of doing it.

“May I help you?”

“Mr. Ortega?” the man gently smiled.

“Yes? Who are you?”

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lucius Devlin. I’m with Tarnal Security Enterprises. My card.”

Lucius handed Frankie his card for a closer look. The shopkeeper turned the card upside down and sideways. He contorted his face as to what to make of Lucius’s presence.

“How did you know I was robbed last night? There was no media coverage.”

“While the robbery didn’t quite make the eleven o’clock news, it did make the Police Blotter page in the local newspaper.”

Frankie’s twisted face spoke volumes. His eyes riveted on Lucius’s unusual walking stick.

“That’s a unique cane. Is that a fork at the top?”

“It’s a trident, Mr. Ortega. A gift from my family. I worked in the merchant marines many years ago. You know. King Neptune?”

“What are you trying to sell, Mr. Devlin? Security cameras? I’ve got a few of them around.”

“And a fat lot of good they did for you last night. No, Mr. Ortega. I’m offering you offering you something even better. A trap door.”

“A what?”

“You heard me. A trap door. So, when this creep comes around again, or any ne’er-do-well for that matter, you can surprise him by tapping a foot pedal underneath your counter. That pedal will be connected to a certain inconspicuous block of tile that matches the rest of your floor space. The tile will open downward, surprising the would-be thief to fall helplessly.”

“And then the guy falls into a pit below, where I can trap him for the cops, right?”

“Oh, I’ll do one better. He falls forever without stopping. It’s sort of bottomless. The thug is gone forever without a trace.”

“What’s this going to cost me?”

“Cost? It’s totally free, Mr. Ortega.”

“Free?”

“Yes. You see, it’s all part of a promotional deal. Your endorsement of the project will have other business owners like yourself wanting the same for them. The publicity will be priceless.”

Frankie squinted his left eye and gave Luicius a menacing glare with the right.

“What’s the catch?”

“Why there is no so-called catch, Mr. Ortega. We at Tarnal look at this as not only a business opportunity for us, but also as a demonstration to the community at large that we are committed to promoting safety to small business owners like yourself. The very same business owners that are the lifeblood to the community. What do you say?”

Frankie glanced at Lemuel for his input. Lemuel simply shrugged his shoulders and pushed down the corners of his mouth. Lemuel’ s modest nod was a tepid endorsement to move forward. Frankie was sold.

“Okay,” Frankie began. “I’m assuming there is an agreement. Where do I sign?”

“I just happen to have the papers drawn up, Mr. Ortega.” Lucius casually remarked, while pulling out a contract out of his brief case. “Oh, I just want to inform you. There is a safety feature that can be installed in the event of any accidental tapping of the foot pedal. But it will delay the job about four months.”

“That’s okay. We’ll deal with that later.”

Frankie gave Lucius’s contract a cursory glance before endorsing the project. His flamboyant John Hancock-style signature cemented the deal.

“Thank you, Mr. Ortega,” Lucius grinned ear-to-ear. “This is splendid!”

“When can you install it?”

“If you can close up your store, say, seven o’clock, we can begin working on it right away. By the time you come in tomorrow morning, it’ll be ready for use.”

“I’ll see you then.”

Frankie shook hands with Lucius as the latter then waved before exiting. With just Lemuel by his side, Frankie broke out on laughter as he rubbed his hands vigorously.

“This is it, Lemuel! This is going to solve all of our problems!”

***

6:56 pm. Frankie, Moises, and Sammy gathered around by the counter. A youngster bought a bottle of Coke and then went his merry way.

Sammy drummed his fingers in the cadence of a caterpillar, while Moises swept the invisible dirt on the floor for the umpteenth time.

“I don’t know, Frankie,” Sammy huffed. “I thought you said this guy was going to be here at seven?”

“Give him a little more tie…”

Lucius suddenly entered through the front door. In his trail was an impish fellow with a sallow complexion.

“Good evening, Mr. Ortega. I apologize for being late by a minute. You know how city traffic can be. Hell.”

“That’s quite all right, Mr. Devlin. And who is this…” Frankie grimaced before continuing, “Gentleman?”

“Oh, that’s Sprite. Not to be confused with the beverage. He’s my main assistant. Sprite will be aiding me in the project. And, uh, you and your friends can leave now. Sprite and I will take care of everything. Get a good night’s rest. You open at seven, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Splendid! Sprite and I will be waiting for you.”

Frankie spotted Sammy with his contorted face zeroed in on Lucius and Sprite. Sammy swung his mug at Frankie with the same glazed expression.

“Do you trust these guys alone in here, Frank?”

Frankie shrugged his shoulders, clueless himself for the proper rejoinder.

“I guess it’s okay. Hey, it’s free anyway.”

Frankie motioned to Moises to leave the shop while he and Sammy collected themselves to vacate.

“Uh, you and Sprite can help yourself to anything you want, Mr. Devlin,” Frankie smiled. “It’s on the house.”

“Why that’s awfully kind of you, Mr. Ortega. But Sprite and I will be just fine. See you in the morning.”

Frankie and Sammy made tracks for the exit. The storeowner glanced at his friend, receiving a shrug as a tepid endorsement.

***

The blazing summer sun was a radiant orange when it rose from its nap in the east. Frankie made an early visit to the bodega, even ahead of Lemuel, who always showed up at 7:00 am.

6:45. Frankie spotted Lucius and Sprite just as he left them the night before. He looked around to see if anything was different. Nothing noticeable as he radar-scanned the entire shop. Frankie’s contorted face spoke volumes as he stood perplexed, wondering if anything was ever attempted.

“Ah, Mr. Ortega. Good morning.”

Frankie looked passed the aisle with the crackers and spotted Lucius, surfacing like a prairie dog.

“Good morning,” Frankie answered, still befuddled by Lucius’s presence. “Is it finished?”

“Why, yes,” Lucius answered emphatically. “The trap door is completed.”

“Just how does it work?”

“I’ll demonstrate.” Lucius turned to Sprite. “Go behind the counter and step on the pedal.”

Sprite obeyed Lucius’s order to the letter. The salesman than took a huge rock from the street and presented it like a prize.
“I need for you to step back a space or two, Mr. Ortega. I then want you to watch and listen.”

Frankie heeded the advice as Lucius nodded to his assistant. Just then, a four-tile panel opened up on the floor. Lucius tossed the rock down the hole.

“Did you hear that, Mr. Ortega?”

“No. I didn’t hear a thing.”

“That’s because that rock continues to fall forever. The hole is bottomless. You can now pull a surprise on any thug that comes in here. That person continues to fall in perpetuity.”

Frankie flashed a grin as wide as the Hudson River, He liked what he heard, or in this case, didn’t. Frankie gave a thumbs up to Lucius, but the salesman wasn’t through.

“Now, remember, Mr. Ortega. There is that safety feature I spoke to you about, which we haven’t perfected yet. Are you quite sure you want to leave everything as is?”

“Of course, I’m sure! You can go now.”

And with that both Lucius and Sprite wished Frankie well.

Lemuel entered the store as the others left. A puzzled look monopolized his face.

“Good morning, Frankie. I’m surprised to see you here so early.”

“Well, I had to take care of some unfinished business.”

Lemuel swiveled his head to the door before returning his sights on Frankie.

“Say, wasn’t that the guy….”

“Yeah, yeah, Lemuel. The man who was in the store yesterday. And I believe I’ll be seeing that punk for the last time tonight. C’mon. We have to get the bacon cooking.”
 
***

With the exception of a two-hour break earlier in the day, Frankie persevered through 10:00 that evening. The long stretch wore down the shopkeeper, but he stuck it out as best he could. Moises was straightening out some shelves when Sammy walked through the store entrance, no doubt wondering what happened with the installation of the trap door.

“Hey, Frankie. How did everything go with that guy and that the dwarf?”

“It couldn’t have been better. Devlin demonstrated how it worked. All I have to do is touch the foot pedal from underneath the counter, and away the bastard goes! I’ve been dying to try it, but it has to be at the right moment.”

The front door suddenly opened, catching everyone’s attention.

“Looks like you’re about to find out,” Sammy softly warned.

It was the same ne’er-do-well that came by the other night.

Frankie eagle-eyed the bum. He gestured to both Sammy and Moises to keep their guard and remain silent. 

The intruder started to case the store in search of any surprises. Frankie bided his time until the thug finished scoping the joint.

“Can I help you?” Frankie asked meekly.

The intruder, whose eyes appeared dilated as if influenced by a hallucinogen, smirked at Frankie with a lazy expression.

“Yeah, man,” the intruder mumbled. “I came here looking for some more money. You dig, chief?”

“Please! Please! Keep away from the bread!”

The intruder flashed a wry smile. 

“Oh, you got a new hiding place.” The intruder flashed the same weapon he brandished the other night. “The jig’s up, man. Time for me to collect.”

While keeping a sharp eye on the intruder, Frankie was cognizant exactly where the thug positioned himself. In a swift motion unbeknownst to the intruder, Frankie pressed on the foot pedal. In one fell swoop, the section of tiles the robber was over opened up, catching the thug by surprise. The robber released a yell, until his presence and voice were gone forever. The floor tiles then resumed their original position.

At first, Frankie, Sammy and Moises stared at each other in utter disbelief. Then Moises released a cry of joy. Frankie and Sammy joined in the merriment as the trap door installed by Lucius worked like a charm.

Frankie clenched a fist and brought it to his body, accompanied by a loud “Yeah!”

Sammy and Moises joined Frankie as they danced an impromptu jig.

“You did it, Frankie!” Sammy exclaimed. “That bum won’t be bothering us or anyone else for that matter!”

“Well, I gotta give credit where credit is due,” Frankie crowed. “I’ll have to give Devlin a call in the morning. No longer do I have to live in fear! That trap door worked like a charm! I’ll have to personally thank Devlin for installing that.”

“Hey, boss!” Moises piped in. “You ought tell other shopkeepers about this.”

“No,” Frankie answered in defiance. “This is only between us, do you understand! If we can snare other thugs like that one, that’ll make us kings!”

All three were sworn to secrecy. The trap door was their ace in the hole for possibly rounding up all of the Barrio’s misfits. 

The remaining two hours went unnoticeable. Moises continued to straightening out the aisles. Sammy kept Frankie company until the coast was clear to wave the checkered flag. Indeed, success for night number one. In the back of Frankie’s brain, just how many more thugs were there left for Frankie to condemn to eternal damnation?

***

Frankie went about his business the next day, very careful to not let Lemuel or any of the regular patrons on of his secret weapon.

Mrs. Louisa Sanchez was going over her list of things to buy at Frankie’s emporium. As she walked up and down the aisles, Bandit, a gray and white tabby that was more of a pariah than a mouser, pranced underneath the counter. Frankie was furious that the feline inhabited the secret compartment of the store.

Frankie wasn’t going to have any of that. He lunged at the cat in attempt to catch her red-handed, when all of a sudden, Frankie heard the screams of a woman whose voice began to trail off. No!

“Mrs. Sanchez? Mrs. Sanchez!” 

It was already too late. Louisa Sanchez was swallowed up by the same mechanism that engulfed the crook from the night before. 

Frankie’s face bleached to sheer white. At first, he trembled. But then reality began to pour in. Frankie covered his face in fright. His lips mouthed silent words as he scanned the ceiling for possible answers as to where to go next.

“Hey, Frank,” Lemuel intervened. “You better get that salesman back here. And it wouldn’t be so bad if you called your daughter the lawyer while you’re at it.”

Frankie’s dazed eyes meekly looked up at Lemuel. The shop owner humbly nodded as he heeded Lemuel’s solid advice. 

But that wasn’t the only call Frankie was going to make. This required a full legal interpretation of the agreement Frankie penned the other day. Better get some sound expertise.

“Hi, Nadia. It’s Papa. Could you possibly make it down to the store today?”

***

2:04 pm. Frankie’s nerves were still shot. He hadn’t told Louisa’s family that she was emptied into a vast expanse of nothingness. 

Nadia Ortega opened the front door with some authority. Smartly dressed in her business attire, she huffed and puffed until Frankie laid eyes on her.

“Papa,” Nadia questioned with some vigor. “What the heck happened? You’re shaking like a leaf!”

Frankie still had trouble composing himself. He sought legal advice from the lawyer in the family.

“I…” Frankie gasped for air, clutching his chest to breathe new life into it. “I don’t know how to explain myself. A few nights ago, I was robbed of over one hundred dollars. The next day, this guy named Devlin shows up in a suit and tie, wearing a bowler. He claims he learned of the robbery in a police blotter in the paper. Anyway, Devlin offered to install a trap door to allow a crook to fall through. Last night, the same thug came back night. I waited until he stood over the trap door. I hit the pedal and away he went down for good. But this morning, Mrs. Sanchez was doing some shopping. I accidentally tripped and hit the pedal while chasing away a cat. She was over that same spot like that crook. She went down, too.”

“Papa, do you have a copy of the contract?”

Frankie shuffled over to the far corner of the counter. He pulled out the agreement he signed with Lucius for Nadia to pore over the details. Frankie took exception to Nadia’s scrunching of her face. 

“Papa, why didn’t you have me look this over?”

“Why. Why. Why. I don’t know! I was too eager to get rid of that bastard!”

“But now your decision led to Mrs. Sanchez’s death. Do you understand the repercussions this carries? Where is Devlin now?”

“He should be here any minute.”

No sooner had Frankie mentioned this, Lucius entered the emporium.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Ortega. I got here as soon as I could. You seemed a little distraught.”

“Distraught!” Frankie then wagged his finger like a cobra. “You! You! I just accidentally ended the life a goodhearted woman I’ve known for many years! You and that damn trap door of yours!”

“I’m sorry for the loss of the woman, but I did warn you that the system still had a flaw in it.”

“Excuse me! I’m Mr. Ortega’s daughter! I’m also an attorney. Where was it written in the agreement of that issue?”

Lucius peered deep into Nadia’s eyes.

“I did inform your father of the flaw. As for the omittance of that red flag, I want you to please look at Paragraph fifteen on page three.”

Nadia scrambled through the agreement to where Lucius referred her to.

“The client shall absolve and hold harmless any wrongdoing on the part of the company if the second party had made any explicit warning, whether written or verbal, of possible malfunction due to unrefined craftmanship.”

“I’m surprised with you being a lawyer you completely overlooked that. And you would have to agree that my discussion with your father constituted as much.”

Frankie felt the tremors running up and down his body like electrical charges. His blood vessels were ready to pop open as a shade of crimson overwhelmed his normal complexion.

“How dare you disgrace my daughter! And as for that notice, you tricked me! You were playing to my wanting that bastard dead so bad! You knew I wasn’t going to say no because I wanted revenge!”

“Come now, Mr. Ortega. You make it so that I was playing you to your weakness.”

“You hear me now, Devlin! I want that lousy trap door of yours out of here!”

“I’ll have Sprite here with me tonight to work on removing it.”

“No! I want it out now!”

Frankie continued to hyperventilate as his eyes suddenly riveted of the trap door. In his madness, Frankie ran up to the specific tiles. As his rage continued, Frankie began to stomp up and down.

“Take this menacing door out now! Take it out no…”

Suddenly the tiles opened. In his frightened state, Frankie realized he was becoming a victim, too. In a flash, Frankie fell through the opening.

***

“Papa!” Nadia screamed as the trap door was about to close its mouth. Nadia almost became a victim herself had it not been for the quick action of Lemuel to stop her.

Trying desperately to compose herself, catching what little air her overworked lungs were leeching onto. Nadia turned her focus with scrunched eyes at Lucius. She violently shook her right index finger at him for emphasis.

“You! You! You’re the cause of all this! Screw that paperwork my father signed! I’ll sue you and your company and I will represent Mrs. Sanchez’s family pro bono! I will bring you down to your knees!”

“As you wish, Miss Ortega. But I’m afraid you will get nowhere.”

“You know who you are? You are Satan himself!”

“Why I take that as a compliment, Miss Ortega. Good day.”

And as Lucius was about to leave, he doffed his bowler. What Nadia and Lemuel then noticed scared them to turn their beet red complexions to white. Lucius revealed two horns protruding from his temple before covering them again.

A lesson to be learned here. If you own a business and you suddenly become a victim of a crime, you might want to think twice when a dapper man enters your emporium with a black suit, white shirt and a red tie. That cane he possesses. Is it a trident as he claims or is it actually a pitchfork? And that bowler he sports. Very continental. But is he hiding something underneath? 
Be careful who you deal with, as one Frankie Ortega sadly found out. If you deal with the devil, you may pay for the consequences of the association. Look the other way.
