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GABRIEL

&=

J watched and listened to Fontane’s meltdown and
couldn’t dredge up even an ounce of sympathy for the
man still. His wracking sobs of lament were just the beginning
as far as I’'m concerned and not a reason for me to ease up on
him or show compassion. There are just some things in life
that shouldn’t be so easily excused, forgiven, yes, but swept
under the rug, hell no.

His daughter has been living with the repercussions of his
actions for more than a decade. She’s almost an adult now,
almost able to stand on her own two feet, at least that’s my
hope, so it’s too late for him to pull his head out of his ass and
get his shit together. I’'m going hard on him with no letup
because I dread what would happen, could happen if I leave
him in her life.

There’s no guarantee that he won’t mess up again. It’s
taking him this long, with all the evidence thrown at him, to
come to terms with the truth. What could be his reason for not
wanting to believe his own daughter and the things he’d seen
firsthand? It can only be one of two things, either his ego
won’t let him accept that he’d been wrong all along, or he’s
afraid to face the truth.

Both those things are the products of a weak mind. If he
can’t love her enough to put her first, then there’s no need for
him in her life. I know part of my reasoning is selfish and self-
centered. I want her to become strong, independent, and able
to stand on her own two feet. But I also have the need to



eliminate her enemies before I can safely go on with my plans
without worrying about her future.

I slipped away to visit the grandparents under the guise of
playing a game of chess with gramps before leaving for the
trip, but in truth, I had way more important things to discuss
once I got there. It had been tricky at first, letting someone
else in on what I had planned. I had to because I admit I
needed help, and other than Pop, I could only find it here.

No one would suspect, least of all Pop, that I would take
such a chance. But herein lies the other reason I have to put
space between Gianna and me. I’'m not the boy she thinks she
met. I’m not nice, not sweet, well I have been, with her. What
[ am is a calculating bastard who’d do whatever it takes to get
the result [ want.

I have a code of ethics that I live by, true, but if you cross
me, there’s no length I won’t go to to end you. I dabble in
things the world would shudder at, my computer is my weapon
of choice for now, and I use it, along with others like me, to
find and destroy those who prey on the weak with my
mother’s past as the driving force that pushes me to go where
most would falter.

I’ve sent men to jail after exposing their dark secrets,
brought corporations down for using human beings like
chattel; these are the kinds of things I do in my spare time. My
heart, the one she’s been flitting around these last few weeks,
has been dead or just about for a very long time.

But the kicker to all this is that I’'m the one who thinks she
deserves better. I want more for her, even though it kills me to
think of her life with someone else. But I’ll be gone right, so...
I rubbed my chest where it hurt and walked inside my
grandparents’ home.

“I see you found a way to get yourself to Paris after all.
Are you sure you want to go through with this? If Draco gets
wind....”

“Yeah, I’'m sure. This is just a preliminary visit, though,
nothing to worry about. I think I finally found the one I’ve
been searching for. I’ll start there.”



I held my breath waiting for the advice to put an end to
things now. It always comes the closer I get to my goal, and I
know 1it’s just that ingrained filial piety and the belief in
protecting the women in the family that had got me this far
with my need for help.

It hadn’t been easy in the beginning; there’d been a lot of
questions. I’d had to share part of Ma’s story, which hadn’t
been the easiest thing, but my calculating mind knew that it
was the quickest way to cut through the noes I was sure to get.
It had worked too. I might be good with a computer, but
knowing people in the know had been more useful at this point
in the game, and that’s where I’d needed help.

My plan is a long, drawn-out one, only held back by the
fact that I still don’t know where my grandfather is. I’'m not
expecting the search to be easy; I’'m not even sure if he’s alive
or dead, but I know I won’t put the finishing touches on Ricci
until I find out. I think Pop and I are both thinking that Ricci
either has him stashed somewhere, or he finished him long
ago.

According to Ma’s words, her dad had gone after Ricci
after sending her away. Since Ricci was still alive and kicking,
that meant the old man had failed. But where is he now? Pop
had searched the whole of Sicily looking for him, that much I
know, with no luck, and my search hadn’t produced anything,
but I think I may have found someone with some answers.

I’ve spent most of my planning time trying to find the
people who would’ve been at the party where Ma was violated
on that horrible night. By process of elimination, I think I’d
found most if not all of them. It had taken meticulous
precision to comb through Ricci’s life going back decades to
find those closest to him.

The fact that most of them were still friends, still did
things together all these years later leaves a bad taste in my
mouth. The man is scum, and so those he surrounds himself
with can’t be much better is my thinking. I’d found the ones
who’d been there, even got my hands on a picture from that
night by hacking into his and others’ computers a while back.



But there was this one female that seemed to have fallen
off the face of the earth. The others were pretty much still
going about their lives as usual, but this one had been silent
since around the time of the attack. There are no records of her
weeks after that night, which leads me to think she’d either
distanced herself from them because of it or had gone into
hiding for whatever reason.

There’s no death on record, nothing, not even a rumor.
She’d just up and disappeared one day. I’d found her family,
her siblings, and a few cousins, but there was nothing there
either. That’s where 1’d needed help. I needed men or women
on the ground where my computer couldn’t reach, and since
my family is Italian, I’d shamelessly used their connections in
the old country to get me what I was after. “So, I guess the
boys came through.”

“They did.”

“Be careful, don’t do anything rash. I gather you’ll be
going in alone?”

“It’s the best way for now.” A half-truth since I plan to go
it all alone, but that admission would bring me more trouble
than I want to deal with.

We went over my plans, some of them anyway, the parts I
wanted to share. I know it was only to make sure I had all the
bases covered, though we’d been through this a hundred times.
I could see the questions starting to form with my every
answer and made my excuses in haste. There was no point; I
won’t turn back.

THE GIRLS WERE STILL PLAYING dress-up when I got back, so I
threw myself into something else 1’d been neglecting these
past few weeks. ANONYMOUS is my safe space. A group of
men and women who don’t know each other beyond the
keyboard but share basically the same drive to eliminate the
dregs of society from whichever corner they’re hiding out in.



I came across the group by chance a long time ago and had
been using it as a staging ground of sorts ever since. I’ve
honed my hacking skills, among other things, through the
work I do with the team. Even though we don’t know each
other personally, there are a few that I’ve grown close to over
the years. I don’t know their names, other than their handles,
but I don’t fool myself, and neither do they I suppose that we
couldn’t find each other if we wanted to.

Hacking came easy to me. Born of necessity, since my
prey was halfway across the world, I’d perfected it in less than
a year and was soon caught up in that world. That’s how I was
approached, word got around in the underground that 1 was
good at what I do, and the next thing I knew, I was part of this
thing that was hated by many and not even heard of by most.

I learned a lot from the others, and there were times when
we needed help from each other outside of whatever crime we
were working to expose, so a bond was forged between some
of us that have lasted years. Now it was going on two weeks
since I’d interacted with them because I was too busy dealing
with her mess.

“You’re back, Nemesis. You had a good rest, I hope.” I
smiled as I typed my response.

“Hey, Memnon, I did, yes. I didn’t get a chance to see the
result of our last job; any word yet?”

“He’s done; it’s all over the news, though the world has yet
to learn of our part in his downfall.” That means a job well
done. The world only hears of us when we want them to.

“How did the competition go? You aced it, I bet.” It took
me a second to recall what he was referring to. I’d spent so
much time dealing with Gianna that I’d all but forgotten life
before her.

“Level ten grandmaster.”

“Whoa, that’s awesome. Did you celebrate?” 1 would’ve
had some girl with entrapping eyes not snared me.

“Sort of!” Becoming one of the world’s only martial artists
to make it to that level in modern times should be something



noteworthy, especially for someone my age; for me, it was just
something I did to pass the time. It’s the one thing I did for
myself, the one selfish need I had to fulfill.

I changed the subject since talking about myself has never
been high on my list of things I like to do. We shot the breeze
for a while playing catchup, and it felt good to be talking to
someone who knew more about me than most without
knowing who the hell I was.

Funny enough, this is the only place I feel free. When I’'m
behind the screen doing what I do best, destroying the lives of
men like Ricci who think they can hide behind their wealth.
Men who show the world one face while hiding behind a mask
of deceit.

Each time I help bring down one of these assholes, I’'m just
sharpening my teeth for the final showdown. I could easily
have finished Ricci off with the keyboard a long time ago, but
that’s too easy for the likes of him. This one is personal, so I
want to look into his eyes when I administer the final blow.

“Any luck yet on your thing?”” I’m always brought up short
when he asks me that. Once, a long time ago, in a moment of
weakness when 1 first started, I’d let slip some of my story.
Not much, and I was too young at the time for anyone to take
me seriously. But Memnon was the one on the other side of the
screen that day, and occasionally, he’d bring it up. I guess he’d
seen through the bullshit I’d tried to play it off as to the
seriousness behind my words. It’s been years, and he still
remembers. It freaks me out that he does.

“Some yes, it’s going slow.” No, it’s not, but we’re
ANONYMOUS for a reason. Though we’ve never crossed the
line, never hacked each other, I have no doubt that he,
especially, could find me if he so desired. That’s why my
computers all have special state-of-the-art bells and whistles
attached to keep people like myself from getting in. On the
other hand, I could probably find him with much effort if I
chose, but why bother?

It’s enough that he’s a friend online, someone who’d
helped me hone my skills over the years and has been an ear to



bend when needed. We didn’t stay long; we just had a brief
discussion about the group’s next target before logging off.

I stood and stretched before heading for the door to go in
search of her. I miss her! That’s been happening a lot lately,
another phenomenon that I’'m not used to. It’s easy to tell
myself that I can walk away, but at times like this, when I feel
that human connection with this one girl, I can’t imagine how.

It’s only been a few hours, but already I feel like I’'m
missing a limb. Maybe I’d gone too far, taken too much, and I
find myself in that place of self-doubt again as I opened the
door to the girls’ room, where they were laughing and
chattering away, full of excitement.

“Are you two done with her? Come, Gianna, let’s go see
your dad before we leave.”

“The flight’s in two hours; you don’t have time.”

“He lives ten minutes away, Anna, not Jupiter. We won’t
be long.” I took Gianna’s hand in mine and led her from the
room.

“I didn’t know we were going to see my dad.”
“You don’t want to?”

“I wasn’t planning on it, but I guess since I’'m going out of
the country, I should tell him.” Of course, there’s that. I just
smiled and let her carry on, believing that that was the reason
for our visit.

Felix wasn’t the only one in the Fontane residence having
a meltdown; Victoria had been breaking shit since she drove
off the night before. ’'m going to make sure her crazy goes off
the charts, and she escalates by the time her mother is let out
of jail. I have to time everything perfectly so that by the time
we head to Paris in a few weeks, this will all be over.

I’m still not sure what I’'m going to do with Fontane if I'll
leave him standing or not, but those two I know for certain
must go. He’s already starting to pay for his mistakes though it
will never be enough, but at the end of the day, he’s Gianna’s
blood, so I’'ll only go so far with his destruction. Victoria and



Becky, on the other hand, can’t be left to do more damage than
they’d already done.

I made sure she was dressed well enough to cause havoc,
changing her out of the jeans and sweater she’d worn shopping
into something more upscale. The black velvet palazzo with a
cream silk blouse and matching black velvet jacket was perfect
though she balked.

“Gabriel, I’'m just going around the corner to see dad; why
do I need to get all dressed up like this?”

“I see Ma hasn’t given you the talk. A lady must always
look her best even if she’s just going down the driveway to
grab the mail.” She rolled her eyes and giggled, which caused
me to do something stupid, like pulling her in for a kiss. So
much for distancing myself.



GABRIEL

&=

J think my sisters may have rubbed off on me some in
the last couple of days because I don’t recall being this
majorly petty before. But as I walked her towards her family
home, hand in hand, her mother’s car, now hers parked on the
driveway behind us; I was almost bursting with anticipation at
the havoc [ was about to cause.

I could give less than half a shit whether Felix Fontane
knows that she’s leaving the country. Pounding the nail deeper
into Victoria’s coffin, though, is high on my priority list. |
guess I’ve decided to come down to their level to deal with
them since not one of the three, Becky, Victoria, or Felix,
seems to have a working brain cell to share between them.

Had my opponents been more formidable, I wouldn’t go
this route, but since they have the underbelly of a half-dead
fish that had been caught and thrown back in, this is where it’s
at. “Hello Fontane, may we come in?” He answered the door
looking his usual flustered self with red-rimmed eyes. Bastard,
you haven’t cried enough yet. Soon!

I realized as I looked at him that he irritates me; that’s
what this feeling is. This is new for me; I never let anyone or
anything irritate me long enough to get under my skin, but
because of her, ’'m putting up with this mook, and my give a
shit meter is running on empty.

“Oh, hi, I didn’t know you guys were coming over today.
Come on in.” He looked at her with something approaching
longing in his eyes, longing, and dare I hope, a tinge of regret?
I barely held back the sneer that always wants to break out in



his presence from reaching my face as we followed him into
the room where the portrait of his late wife dominated.

Now I almost wish I’d let Becky out to enjoy this. But she
serves my purpose much better behind bars for now. Out here,
with me gone, who knows what the hell she’d talk this fool
into doing, so as much as I wanted to get my jollies watching
her squirm like a worm at the end of my hook, this will have to
suffice.

“We’re just here to let you know we’ll be leaving the
country shortly, Fontane.”

“Leaving, what do you mean? Where are you going?” He
looked from me to Gianna, but I noticed she wasn’t even
looking at him. In fact, she hadn’t said a word since we left the
car.

“Um, it’s my sisters’ birthday; they’re taking her to Turk’s
and Caicos for a week to celebrate.”

‘COh!ﬁ,

His response sounded weak and laden with something
approaching guilt. Was he now realizing that he’d robbed her
of her damn life? Going from my own and my siblings, there’s
so much we’ve done that she won’t get to do. Her mother was
damn near royalty from the looks of the family, and this
jackass had let her daughter suffer the life of a destitute hermit.

“I see; wait, she doesn’t have a passport, how is she
going?”’

“My father took care of it.” My look dared him to say shit;
he couldn’t possibly know that I had an argument ready for
anything he could throw at me. He had the good sense not to
even think of objecting, which saved him from my wrath. I
wasn’t here for him anyway.

I relaxed and took a seat pulling Gianna down beside me
when I heard the faint tread of footsteps on the stairs. I'm
pretty sure the other two didn’t hear them, as Fontane went on
to ask about the trip and how she was doing. The kind of crap
you’d ask a stranger or an acquaintance you ran into after a
long absence,



Does the guy even realize the great divide between him
and his kid? On the other hand, what’s up with chatty Kathy?
She’d been talking my ear off on the way here, hopping from
one topic to the next, now she’d clammed up and was barely
giving her dad one-word answers, and even those sounded
strained.

“Gia’s terrified of flying.” Come again? How the hell does
he know that when she’s never been on a plane before we went
to New York? She looked at him with interest as well at his
words.

“How do you know that?”

“Don’t you remember? Once, a long time ago, before your
mother... when you were about three or four, we were going
to take a trip to Europe, but when we got to the airport, you
had a meltdown.”

“We would’ve 1gnored it if it was just a regular kid thing,
but you’d never acted that way before, and when I picked you
up, your little heart was beating with fear. Your mother and 1
decided right then and there to nix our plans. We’d planned to
wait until you were older and try again.” His wan look almost
made me feel sorry for him. Too bad he’d fucked up royally
since then.

“I flew to New York and Virginia. I guess I trust Gabriel.
He held my hand the whole way both times.” Was that a dig?
Oh crap, maybe I should’ve checked her before we left. I was
so busy thinking of making Victoria sweat that I didn’t stop to
think about her feelings and what she might want.

Have I been doing this all along? Making decisions for her
without asking? Scratch that; I don’t know any other way, and
even if I did, I wouldn’t be using it. I only have one speed
when it comes to her, but I’'m getting the feeling more of late
that she’d changed since learning about her mom, something |
seem to have overlooked.

“Ah yes, I remember; I guess I overlooked it in all the
chaos that has been going on around here lately.” Why did he
look at me when he said that? I’m not the one who screwed the



pooch, and you’ll have a fucked-up time trying to blame me
for any of this. Not that I care.

“I guess it’s a little different flying on a private jet. Your
daughter has become quite the pampered princess. By the way,
I brought something for you.” I reached in my pocket and
pulled out the little USB stick I’d kept there, and passed it to
him.

“What’s this?” He took it a bit warily.

“It’s your daughter’s dance performance at the party last
night.”

“Dance? I thought...”

“You thought your wife and stepdaughter took that joy
away from her as well, so did I. You should watch it when you
have a chance; she’s awesome. When those two snatched the
only thing she liked away from her, she found another way.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Have you ever seen the old music room at the school?
No? well, you should take a look one day. It’s a broken-down
place not fit for mice, a hazard. Your wife and her spawn
terrorized Gianna so much that she had to use that room to
keep doing the one thing she liked. Wasn’t your wife, her
mother, a dancer as well?”

“Yes, but Gia is the one who said she didn’t want to do it
any longer.”

“Did you ask her why, or did Becky tell you?” I’ve been
here five minutes, and I want to kill you.

“I... Gia, is this true?”

“It was a long time ago dad, no point in bringing it up
now.” She sounded pissed. Her backbone was coming in very
nicely.

“You still paid for Victoria to go, though, right, just like
everything else. Once again, we have a prime example of you
forsaking your own flesh and blood for some other man’s
leavings.” That last statement proved to be too much for
Victoria because she came bounding into the room with fury.



“I’m his daughter; why can’t he pay for me? She’s the one
who decided to quit; no one forced her.”

“Was this before or after you and your mother took turns
pushing her down the stairs?”” She didn’t have a lie ready, so
her denial came out weak and faint.

“You’ve said that before, and I told you it wasn’t true. Gia
was prone to accidents even before her mother died.” Fontane
got pissy. If his opinion mattered, I’d give a damn.

“She was a normal kid who fell and scraped her knee from
time to time as kids do, but after you married the asp, how
many ‘accidents’ did she have?”

“l wasn’t... Gia, tell him, tell him that that never
happened.” She didn’t say shit and his face paled. He turned
his eyes to Victoria, who looked as if she wished she hadn’t

come downstairs after all. “You mean it’s true?” He looked
back at Gia.

“Like I said, dad, it was a long time ago. There’s no point.”

“She’s lying, mom, and I never did anything to her. And if
mom did do something I was just a child, how can I be held
responsible?”” So that’s the new game you’re playing.

“Fontane, did you know that the youngest killer in US
history was a little five-year-old girl who killed her sister in
her bed? She bashed her head in while she slept because she
was jealous of her.”

His simple ass became flummoxed, I guess he was
suffering from information overload, or his mind was finally
starting to work after being brain dead for so long. “Victoria,
tell me the truth, what really happened?”

“Dad, I’'m telling the truth; none of that happened. I don’t
know why she’s making it up. Are you trying to gain points
with Gabriel? Is that why you’ve been lying on the family?”

'9’

“His name 1s Gabe!” Even I looked at Gianna in shock; I
don’t think I’ve ever heard that voice come out of her before
or seen the look on her face that she sent Victoria’s way. “No
one calls him Gabriel, but me. Unless you want me to reveal
all your dark secrets here and now, you won’t cross me on



this.” She added on the last when Victoria opened her mouth
to argue, but those words shut her up right quick.

I think I may be a sexual deviant because her tone and
attitude made me, well, not fit for company. She was breathing
fire, barely holding onto her temper, and 1 was here for it.
Fontane himself was shocked, and Victoria shut right the hell
up, but I knew that wouldn’t last long.

“So, you’re saying your daughter is a liar, and the strangers
are telling the truth. That makes sense to me. In the off chance
that you no longer wish to be her dad, she has a whole family
willing to adopt her, just say the word.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“I’'m talking about you sitting here taking the word of that
instead of your daughter. I’'m talking about ten years of
mistreatment right under your nose. Do you even know where
they came from? Victoria, you want to tell him?”

“Tell him what, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really! Who’s Jimmy? Where is he? Where did you live
with him and your mother before moving here? I know you
were young when all that happened, but I also know that you
know more than you’re admitting to. You lived with the man
for the first five years of your life; there’s no way you
could’ve forgotten him. Besides, didn’t you run into him just a
few nights ago?”

Gianna looked at me like I had two heads. “What?”

“I forgot to tell you.” No, I didn’t, but you asked me to
leave it until after the party. I smiled at her and turned back to
the other two. Victoria had lost all the color in her face, and
Fontane was damn near epileptic.

“If you have something to say, Russo, then spit it out. You
keep making all these unsubstantiated accusations with no
proof.” I pretended to unlock my phone, “I can call Jimmy
right now and let him tell you. He’d love to see his daughter
again.”

“NO!” Victoria forgot herself for a second, I guess, and
almost rushed across the room.



“Why not? I thought you didn’t know who he is?”

“I... I don’t know; I’ve heard the name before, but it’s not
like you said. Felix, dad, you should wait until mom comes
home to get to the bottom of this. Why are you trying to
destroy our family?” That last was for me.

“Don’t pay him any mind, dad; I think he has us mixed up
with someone else, or she’s putting him up to it.”

“For someone who’s such a damn bully, you’re weak.
Come on, Gianna, let’s go; the twins are waiting.” I helped her
up from the chair and walked past a fuming Victoria; Felix
was still processing.

Becky’s in jail; now, these two can spend the next week in
misery. Victoria no doubt will spend the time trying to unravel
the lies, while Fontane can go looking for answers, while I
show Gianna the time of her life on the island.

I felt a slight pang of sadness at the thought of what will
follow but brushed it aside. I won’t let that put a damper on
her first real vacation. I hope she looks back on it with fond
memories somewhere down the line; in the future, she’s bound
to have without me.

BECKY

WHY ISN’T anyone answering the phone? This is nonsense.
Our phone can’t be out of service. “Hey, can you check and
see what’s going on? I can’t get through to my husband.”

“Lady, this is the jailhouse, not the phone company.” I bit
into my already raw nail bed that I’d chewed away in the last
few days locked away in here.

Why isn’t the phone working? It can’t be; did Felix up and
leave? No, that doesn’t make sense. He has a business here;



everything he knows is here. And besides, he’d never sell the
house he’d once shared with Adrienne. And what about
Victoria? Why hasn’t she come to see about me?

I hope she’s not doing anything stupid while I’'m gone. I
know without me there to rein her in, things could get out of
hand. I have a lot of cleaning up to do once I get out of here,
but I’'m pretty certain I can get out of all of it.

But if Victoria acts up with Felix around, if he should see
her true colors, that would do us more harm. I’'m worried sick
and getting sicker by the day at the thought of what’s going on
with her. She doesn’t do well under pressure, and things can
get pretty out of hand if things don’t go her way.

My nerves jangled at the thought of what could be going
on out there without me there to supervise, and I almost
screamed the place down. It doesn’t make sense that Felix
hadn’t come to see me, that there wasn’t a lawyer anywhere
willing to work with me; I don’t buy that for a second.

Could he be planning to leave me? Has he finally bought
into that kid’s words? Damn brat, why is he poking around in
my life anyway? Because of that little twit, no doubt, and the
lies she’s told. Did he say something to Felix? What could he
have said? Calm down, Becky; he doesn’t know as much as he
thinks he does. He can’t.

But he’d learned so much in just a few short weeks. The
reminder had my blood running cold. I knocked against the
bars and called out to the guard but to no avail. I was lucky
enough to get the one phone call and knew there would be no
more forthcoming for the rest of the day. All I have to look
forward to is the stale slop they’ll serve for dinner and staring
at the four walls.

I tried pacing to ease my mind, but that only seemed to
make me more agitated. My mind, as it had done the last few
days in here, kept going back to the past, to the life I’d built.
So what I’d put my daughter ahead of someone else’s, what
mother in the world wouldn’t have done the same?

Was it so wrong to want the best for my own kid? To want
to give her the life she deserved? It’s not my fault that things



went the way they did. That little bitch was too snooty, just
like her mother, and too distrusting of me in the beginning. If |
hadn’t put a wedge between her and her father, there would’ve
been no place for my daughter in his life.

All her sniveling over her mother’s death had taken up his
time back then, leaving Victoria and me out in the cold. I had
to do something, didn’t I? Even with Adrienne gone, she still
hung over everything like a specter, and with her mourning
daughter there, a constant reminder, there wasn’t much else |
could do.

If I’d been thinking, | would’ve convinced Felix that she’d
been having an affair. That would’ve soured his great love for
sure. He would’ve believed me too because she and I were
friends. Maybe it’s not too late...

No, he’d never believe me now, not with everything else
that’s going on. I must get out of here; I have to get back home
where 1 can work my magic and turn things around. Things
had been going so well. Felix barely paid any attention at
home, which suited me fine. He trusted me to run the
household, which I was perfect at because I’d listened to his
wife go on and on for months about their perfect life.

She had no idea that I was taking notes. That it was
through her that I learned all his likes and dislikes. That it was
because of her, a picture had started to form in my head. A life
of parties and shopping trips out of town, rubbing elbows with
the rich, and being able to afford anything I wanted, like
sending my daughter to the top private school in the nation
where she would be in close contact with the offspring of the
wealthy, upping her chances of marrying into one of those
families, and being set for life.

Why shouldn’t we both have a life like that? Why
shouldn’t my daughter be afforded the same opportunities as
hers? No matter what anyone says, I won’t accept that I’ve
done anything wrong. It’s not my fault. I tried, didn’t 1? I tried
to be her mother, but it was she who rejected me at every turn.
I did what I had to, to stake my claim as the woman of the
house. If I hadn’t, her wimp of a father would’ve let her rule
the nest out of guilt over her dead mother.



It’s inconceivable; I think that’s the word, to think that it
could all come crashing down so easily at the hands of some
punk who didn’t have anything better to do but meddle in
some stranger’s life. So, what, I did what I did, anyone else in
my situation would’ve done the same.

Why shouldn’t my kid have nicer things than her? She had
a hard start in life while little Miss Perfect was born with a
silver spoon in her mouth. So when I got the chance, why
would I let my daughter suffer for someone else’s child’s
happiness? Victoria’s self-esteem was never the best, and Gia,
for whatever reason, only made it worst.

Now I have no idea what my poor child is going through
out there without me, surrounded by people who hate us. She’s
my last hope for getting out of this unscathed. Felix isn’t the
sort to turn his back on the child he’d adopted and raised as his
own. Once again, I can use that to my advantage.

[ feel the way I did when we first got here, like an
unwanted outcast—the one who, no matter how I tried, I could
never fit in. I’d used my daughter’s connection to their kids to
get a foot in, but that hadn’t gone as well as I’d hoped either.
It’s because I wasn’t one of them, those bitches.

I learned only too late that their friendships were born not
because of close proximity to one another but because they’d
genuinely liked Adrienne and saw her as some glittering light
who was always the go-to person for whatever ailed these
pampered witches with brooms up their ass.

Not even my made-up background was enough for them.
They weren’t interested in me as a person, not like they’d been
with her. It’s like they hated me for living while she was gone
and never gave me a chance. Some of them had even laughed
in my face, some going so far as to accuse me of wanting to
fill Adrienne’s shoes and not being able to fit.

I grew to hate them then and had encouraged Victoria
instead of scolding her when I found out what she was doing
to their kids. As far as I was concerned, we were killing two
birds with one stone, ostracizing Gia from her support system,
and gaining a foothold for my kid.



Do they know? Does everyone know that I’'m in here?
They must be laughing at me now. I can just imagine their next
bitch lunch gathering; they’ll be nodding their heads and
patting themselves on the back for being right about me all
along. Would they approach Felix now that I was out of the
way? Before that new horror could set in, the guard was
calling out to me.

“You’ve got a phone call.”

“It’s about time. I’'m going to give Felix Fontane a piece of
my mind.” I have to keep up appearances here, so they won’t
think I’ve been deserted by my wealthy husband and start
treating me wrong.

“It’s not the husband.”
“Who is it? Is it my daughter?”

“No, some guy named Jimmy.”



GABRIEL

&=

%ike a kid in a candy store, that’s what watching her
reminded me of. She took to the water on sight, and had
I not dragged her out each day after giving her swimming
lessons in the mornings, she’d have spent the whole vacation
in the tropical paradise in the water. That worked out in some
ways because she was so tired at night that there was no
question of us making love.

She’d be asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow most
nights, but tonight she’d worn me down, and I, of course, had
given in. | hated the look of uncertainty on her face when I
tried to gently turn her away. And since I didn’t quite yet have
a ready answer as to why we should put the brakes on, I gave
in, not that it was a hardship, except for the guilt I knew would
follow.

Now she’s asleep, cuddled up to my side while I lay awake
thinking about our future, both hers and mine. In truth, I was
trying to figure out the best way to fix what [ now saw as my
screw-up. I’d made up my mind not to do this again, not to
take any more from her than I already had.

The first time could be explained away; she’d needed me
then, and though I should’ve known better, I can live with that.
But still, T had taken things further, knowing that in the end,
I’d just be one more person who disappointed her in life.
That’s not the person I’ve trained myself to be, but I can’t see
a way out that won’t hurt her, and dammit, she’s a weakness |
wasn’t prepared for.



While she’s been having fun, spreading her wings, and
enjoying things she never got the chance to before, I’ve been
able to keep my inner thoughts well hidden. But tonight, they
haunt me, and no matter how I try, I can’t find the answers.
There’s no easy way to put distance between us without
hurting her already bruised heart, and it’s killing me.

Funny, in all my studying, I never touched on the subject
of love and relationships; I never thought I needed to because
it was never supposed to be a part of my life; she was never
supposed to be part of my existence.

Now looking down at her sleeping face, I wished for the
first time in my life that I could escape the taint and curse of
my conception. That I was worthy of her. I could almost
imagine a life with her. I almost long to be there for her
evolution, for the day she becomes the complete being I know
lives inside her.

I’d love to be there when she finally comes into her own;
I’d love to see the woman she becomes, strong, independent,
and sure of herself in a way she’s never been. I was shocked to
feel a tear gather in the corner of my eye, which I closed
quickly to stave it off. I hugged her a little tighter, kissing her
forehead as she sighed in her sleep and got closer. Her life is
only just beginning, and once I get rid of all the obstacles in
her way...

I can tell her the truth, that I can’t offer her anything more
than what we have right now. I’'m not afraid of her rejection
but warier of what it would do to her. No matter how I look at
it, I can’t avoid bringing her pain because no matter what, in
the end, I still took Gianna’s innocence. If I continue with this,
I might end up being the person who brought her the most
pain.

Shit! What am I going to do now? I can’t desert her now,
not with things being the way they are. But I must find a way
to put distance between us while still helping her. 1 also have
to find a way to protect my heart, to keep her from getting in
any deeper because all of this is tearing me apart.



This guilt each time we make love isn’t going to get better
with time; it’s never going to go away. I’ll only be prolonging
the agony for both of us. I feel like a monster each time I touch
her now because I know there’s only one way for this to end.
Part of me wants to continue, to leave things as they are and
let them run their course.

I’ve even played around with the idea of juggling both her
and my revenge. It can be done if I change the end I have
planned, but that would entail making some changes which I
can’t see happening. I’ve known all along what has to be done
with Ricci, what must happen between him and I. The final
showdown, if you will. I’ve imagined it a thousand times and
have made peace with it. But her presence in my life has made
the picture a bit fuzzy.

So now, I concentrate more on her issues with her father
and stepfamily as a way to make up for what I’m sure will be a
blow to her when I leave. It’s the only thing left for me to do,
my only saving grace at this point since I can’t go back and
replace her virginity. Something I am now feeling hella guilt
over taking.

I think in the back of my mind, I had selfishly hoped that I
could have my cake and eat it too. That I could find a way to
have my revenge and keep her by my side, but the conflict in
my mind won’t allow me to see my way clear to having her or
even having a life after I take out Ricci. The selfish part of me
keeps hinting at the fact that this thing with Ricci is going to
take time so I can keep her with me until the very end, but like
I said, it’s selfish to think that way. She deserves better.

I rolled away from her once I was sure she was asleep and
wouldn’t wake without me there to hold her. The doors leading
to the balcony were left open, allowing the ocean breeze to
cool the room naturally as the moon hung over the water
amidst a blanket of stars. I sat out there, gazing out over the
water deep in thought, putting my shit aside to focus on hers.
No matter what the end might be for us, I won’t leave her until
everything in her life has been set to rights; that much I know.

Things are coming along well back home. I’d called the
jailhouse pretending to be Jimmy to mess with Becky minutes



before we left to come here. When she answered, 1 just hung
up as soon as | heard her voice knowing that that would
terrorize her even more. It may seem childish but
psychological warfare is just as effective as the physical.

I’ve mapped out everything in my head to get the best
result for Gianna. So far, I have someone working on building
a case against Becky for her mother’s murder, something I
haven’t told her as yet in case it doesn’t pan out. Greta’s words
may not be enough to have her arrested, but if we handle it
right, we just might luck out there.

There’s no statute of limitation on murder, but I don’t
expect Becky to own up to what she’d done, so it’s her word
against the housekeeper. So, I’m trying to find a way to get her
to confess, which isn’t going to be easy unless she’s brain
dead. That’s why I’ve been trying to push Victoria over the
edge because I’m almost certain she knows some if not all of
what her mother has done.

Young as she was back then, there’s no way that over the
years, she hasn’t known what her mother is. I’'m banking on
the fact that she won’t want to go down with that ship. Felix
had been dumb enough to adopt her, or so he thinks, so she’d
use that in her favor, or at least I'm hoping that’s the way it
goes.

It’s the reason why I’ve ostracized her from her friends and
separated her from her mother, this way, she has time to think,
to imagine what her life will be like if she loses everything. As
far removed as she is now, being kicked out of school, then
having to spy on the lavish party from a distance, I know she
won’t want to be even farther away, which will happen if she
gets kicked out with her mother, so she’d want to hang on to
what little bit she has, which she can only do by staying in
Felix’s good graces.

It’s diabolical, I know, using the daughter against her
mother, but those two are one and the same as far as I'm
concerned. I’ve overheard plenty since bugging the Fontane
home, but nothing yet about the murder, only enough to make
him see them in a different light when I finally expose them. If
all T wanted was for him to be disappointed in them and



himself, I would’ve outed them already, but that’s small
potatoes compared to what I'm after—total and complete
annihilation.

“Have the girls been posting about their vacation online?” I
pulled Anna aside after breakfast the next day while the others
got ready for a day on the yacht. It was our last day here, and I
was ready to get back home and put my plans into action.
There were only a few weeks left until Paris, and I wanted this
thing with Fontane out of the way long before then.

Gianna seems to think that once she exposes the truth to
her dad through Greta that that will be the end of it, but [ know
it’s going to hit her hard, and I am preparing for it.

She’ll be busy with all the debutant bullshit, which should
help, but I know she’s going to break at some point no matter
how brave she’s pretending to be now. At least once a day,
when we’re alone, I bring up her mom and the way she feels
about what had happened to her as a way to get her to face it
and not bury her head in the sand like she’s been doing; this
way, she too will be ready for the fallout.

She hates it, which is only normal, but the more she talks
about her feelings, the easier it’s becoming for her to swallow
the reality that her mother had been murdered. Now it was

almost time to head back home, so there was no more putting
it off.

“Of course, with minute detail just like you asked.”

“Cool, thanks. Don’t forget, no pictures of Gianna, just
talk up how much fun she’s having.” She rolled her eyes and
grinned.

“I know; you’ve told us a thousand times already.” Yes, I
have, but they have no idea why I’'m making them do it, or
maybe they do. They’re my sisters, so I’m sure they must have
some idea of what I’'m up to.



I know it’s eating away at Victoria that she’s not here, and
Gianna 1s. I’m using her irrational jealousy and envy against
her to send her into a tailspin. By the time we get back home
for the final confrontation, she’d be ready to sell her mother
down the river, which is what I’m banking on.

It’s petty as hell and something that shouldn’t work with
someone who has more than two brain cells, but I know it’ll
work on her because she’s weak. The only thing left to do is to
show her that if she stays on the same boat as Becky, they will
both sink. I have no doubt she’d jump ship, especially if it
means she can keep the life she has now. In short, I’'m going to
use her to destroy her own mother, and I have no qualms about
that shit.

I’ve had Gianna send texts to her dad, letting him know
she was okay and having a good time. She’d questioned me at
first and didn’t want to since she was still a bit salty with him,
but I’d convinced her and even got her to call a time or two
because I know Victoria would listen in to those calls. She
does a whole lot of muttering to herself since there’s no one
for her to talk to now that her friends have deserted her.

I know from her murmurings that she was escalating; her
obsession with Gianna and I was sending her over the edge. I
learned too that she and Felix hardly ever spoke to each other;
in fact, he spent more time talking to the portrait in his living
room than anyone else, and some of his words led me to
question his actions towards his daughter in the past decade or
SO.

He talks to Adrienne as if she were here, asking her for
guidance, apologizing for letting things get this far with their
daughter. It’s as if he really hadn’t noticed anything wrong
until I came along and tore the blinders off; whatever. 1 refuse
to make any excuses for him, but I think there’s some deep-
rooted shit going on with him, something I hadn’t picked up
on until I eavesdropped on his conversations with his dead
wife.

“What you up to now, puppet master?” Lance caught up to
me on the dock as we began to board the yacht behind the girls
who had gone ahead chattering away with excitement.



“Why are you calling me that?”” He snorted and looked at
me side-eyed.

“Because I know you. You’ve been on that computer the
whole time we’ve been here, and I know 1it’s not for school.
Tasha has been broadcasting every little thing you and Gia do
online until I want to bury her in the sand, and you haven’t
stopped her. I know how much you hate that shit, so I came to
the conclusion that you’re up to something.”

He’s another one I have to keep at arm’s length. If he knew
what [ was up to, he’d stick his nose in my shit and make my
life difficult. I hate the thought of leaving him almost as much
as I do her, but I’'m going to make sure they’re both taken care
of no matter what, so hopefully, that will make up for it.

“Lancelot!”

“What’s up, brother?” I slung my arm around his
shoulders.

“You know I love you, right?” He stopped walking and
stared at the side of my head while I dragged him along beside
me.

“What’re you planning?” The worry in his voice almost
made me regret giving him those words.



LANCE

J couldn’t wait to get back home. Ever since Gabe made
that statement, something dark and ugly has been
gnawing away at my gut. I’d spent the last day on the island
pretending for the girls’ sake, but my mind was in turmoil. As
soon as we landed, I hot-footed it to his house in search of
Unc. I had to wait for the reunion to end before I could get him
alone, and by then, I was a mess of nerves.

“Gabe’s up to something. Do you know what he’s
planning?” Even I could hear the panic in my voice.

“What did you see?”

“Nothing, as usual, he keeps everything hidden, but I get
the sense that he’s about to make a move. He had his special
computer with him on the island.” That got a rise out of him.

“So 1t’s not about Gia? It’s about the other thing?”
“Looks like it.”

“Why are you so stressed all of a sudden? You knew about
the secret computer long before this.”

“Yes, but... he told me he loved me. Although I know it,
Gabe isn’t one to say it like that just out of nowhere. It’s as if
he was saying goodbye.” I hated having to tell him this; 1
hated the look of almost fear that came into his eyes.

“Let’s not panic, let’s not panic, we have time. Shit, I knew
this was going to happen.”

“What? What’s going to happen?”



“Lance, you’re coming to Paris with us. I’ll talk to your
dad. I was going to invite you anyway; somebody has to escort
one of the twins since Gabe will be with Gia, and I’ll be with
the other.

“I don’t understand. Aren’t they going to Paris for a
coming-out ball? What could he be planning for that?” I could
see he was struggling to find the right words. I’ve known for
some time that there was some well-kept secret between the
two of them, something that neither has ever shared; I’ve
known it since Unc asked me to all but spy on Gabe, but not
knowing why had never bothered me more than it did right
now.

Unc paced the room back and forth, scaring the heck out of
me the more he kept silent. “Don’t be scared, Lance; nothing’s
going to happen to him.” Yeah? So why do you look so
worried?

“Pop, you in here? Oh, hi Lance, I thought you left without
saying goodbye.” Gabe knocked and opened the door to the
home office before stepping inside.

[ felt guilty, but that only lasted about a second. I’d much
rather have the guilt than the fallout from whatever he’s up to.
He should know what saying those words would do to me. Not
because there’s anything wrong with an almost adult male
saying | love you to another; that’s bullshit. But because of
who he is, those words carry more weight than most. Gabe’s
not big on showing emotion; he shows his love in other ways.

“What did you need, son? Lance was just telling me about
your trip.” I didn’t even blink at the lie, just kept my eyes on
Gabe, who looked his usual relaxed self. That’s another thing;
the guy never gives anything away, so his declaration is way
out of place. Was it a cry for help? Is he somehow asking me
to save him from himself and whatever this is? I have no idea.

“It can wait. I’ll leave you two alone.” He walked back out
of the room, leaving Unc and me to look at each other.

“I’ll talk to him, don’t sweat it,” Unc assured me, but I
wasn’t sure. I hated to leave, but my dad would be waiting for



me since he acts like the prodigal son’s returning anytime I go
away for longer than a weekend.

'

GABRIEL

I THINK I MESSED UP. It was a moment of weakness that led
me to tell Lance I love him like that. Not sure where my head
was that day; maybe everything was hitting me at once, and |
realized that he was one of the people I’d be leaving behind.
I’'m pretty sure he was talking to Pop about my strange
behavior before I walked in because he’s been on my ass since
yesterday.

I’ve seen the looks and the way he wouldn’t leave my side,
but at least Gianna hasn’t noticed anything off. I’ve gone out
of my way to make sure she had as good a time as she could,
knowing what she’d face once we got back here. I waited for
him to leave before going back to Pop, who looked like he was
about to blow.

“Pop, it’s time.”

“Time for what?” Oh yeah, they were talking alright.
“The lawyer. Let Becky out on bail.”

“You gonna finally tell me what’s going on there?”

“Yeah!” I’d held off telling him until now so that he
wouldn’t take matters into his own hands. I told him all of it
now, about the murder and everything that came after. I could
tell from the way he watched me that he was trying to figure
out if that was the only thing on my mind.

“No problem, I’'ll take care of it. Anything else bothering
you?” Freaking Lance had sold me out.

“Nope, just this. I want to get it over with before Gianna
leaves for Paris.”



“I see! Well, okay then, I’'ll let you know what happens. It
shouldn’t take longer than end of day today. What’re your
plans? Do you want me there with you when you confront
them?”

“Nah, I’ve got it. I don’t expect any trouble from that end.”
I didn’t; I’ve had more than enough time to plan, my only
issue being how Gianna will handle things. She says she’s
ready to get it over with; in fact, she’d mentioned it as soon as
we landed, but she has no idea. I’ve had years to deal with my
shit, and it still gets me, so imagine someone as soft as her.

I left Pop to go back upstairs, where she was on my bed
playing with the ankle biter. The twins had heard somewhere
that pets were susceptible to the virus, something that had been
proven false, but they still refused to take theirs on the trip, so
this one was acting like she’d been gone for a month.

She looked up when I walked in, her smile not quite
reaching her eyes. | wish we had more time that I could shield
her a little bit longer, but I’d started the ball rolling, and there
was no turning back. I’d already started putting things in place
for my trip to Sicily, which was going to be a headache in
itself.

The hardest part will be giving Pop the slip once we reach
Paris. I’'m almost certain he’s going to have me watched every
second, but I think I’ve found a way to get around him. I’ll get
the twins to cover for me as well, and with the Jetstream at my
disposal, it shouldn’t be that hard to do. A quick two and a half
hours flight there and back, not counting the drive once I land.

It doesn’t matter what time I arrive at my destination so I
can leave in the middle of the night once everyone has gone to
bed and be back before they wake in the morning. I’ve played
it out a thousand times in my head already, granted everything
goes as planned.

“Is something bothering you, Gabriel?”

“Why do you ask?” She shrugged as I plopped down on
the bed with the dog between us.



“I don’t know; you seem... distant. Is it the thing with my
mom? Do you think something’s going to go wrong?”

“No, nothing like that, sweetheart. I’'m just going over
everything in my head so that there are no mistakes.”

“I hear you; I’ve been doing the same ever since we
landed. Even though I told you to put it away until after the
party and then the trip, it’s all I can think about since the day I
spoke to Greta.”

“I know, but I'm glad you got to enjoy both; there’s
nothing wrong with that.”

“What do you think my dad is going to say? Do you think
he’d believe me, or will he brush it aside like he does
everything else?” If he does, I just might throw his ass off a
cliff.

“If he doesn’t believe you, what will you do?” She seemed
stumped by the question, which means she hadn’t given it
much thought.

I know in her naivete, she’s expecting things to go
smoothly; that just goes to show how innocent she truly is.
After all the disappointments from her dad, she still expects
him to accept the truth and act accordingly. The truth is, that’s
the thing that worries me the most. To me, Felix is already
dead. To her, he’s the last remaining parent she has left, and in
her heart of hearts, she wants the old Felix back.

I’d love to give him to her, but I’'m not holding out much
hope. It would be awesome if he stepped up and became the
father she needs; that might help ease the pain of my leaving;
but I’'m pretty sure I’'m going to end up going with door
number one, which is to destroy him along with the other two
and give her a clean break from her past.

I can do that now because she has her grandmother and her
aunts and a whole lotta cousins she hasn’t seen since she was a
child. I’ve done my homework there, too, digging into her
family’s background to make sure she’d be safe with them. I
could tell by the way she absently played with the dog’s fur
that she was worried, though, and trying to put on a brave face.



It’s times like this that get to me when she looks so
vulnerable that it hurts. She gave me a questioning look when
I reached out and ran my fingers along her soft cheek. “You
look tired; why don’t you take a nap?”

“Yeah, I am a bit tired. Stay with me.” She was out as soon
as I lifted her higher on the bed so she could lay her head on
the pillow.

BECKY

“YOU’VE BEEN SPRUNG, LADY.” I rolled and sat up on the cot
as the latest warden unlocked the door to my cell.

“What? What happened?”

“Your bails been made.”

“Don’t I have to go to court for that?”

“Listen, you wanna stay here? No skin off my nose.”

“Is my husband here to pick me up?” Now that I was
getting out of here, my anger came back full force. I’d been
lying there feeling sorry for myself, wondering why the hell
Felix hadn’t come to see about me. A week and a half, that’s
how long he’d left me in there to rot, and I can’t help but feel
it has something to do with Gia and her lies of late.

I’ve run the gauntlet from fear to anger and back a
thousand times, going almost crazy since no one was telling
me anything. That phone call from Jimmy had only made my
time here more stressful, not knowing how he found me,
wondering if he’d shown up at the house. No wonder the ugly
jumpsuit they’d made me wear was now hanging off me. I’ve
lived on nothing but fear and angst this whole time.

“I don’t know who’s here to pick you up; I was just told
you were free to go. You can collect your things upfront.” He



didn’t even hang around long enough to listen to my
complaints, of which I had plenty, just opened the cell and
went about his business as if I didn’t matter. It was insulting,
to say the least, but that’s becoming the norm here of late.

I made sure they returned everything I came in here with
before stepping out into the waiting area, expecting to see my
husband waiting for me and feeling that pit in my gut when he
wasn’t. [ had to endure the embarrassment of having the desk
sergeant call me a cab, which he did with a smirk on his face.

There I stood in designer wear, thousand-dollar shades,
and a five-thousand-dollar purse and no way of getting home,
no loving husband or daughter waiting for me. The fact that
I’d spent most of my time here yelling about what my husband
was going to do to them for keeping me here is probably what
put the smirk on his face.

I’d cussed Felix out in my head a thousand times by the
time the cab pulled into the driveway and was fighting mad by
the time I put my key in the door. The house was deathly
silent; not even the sound of the television could be heard as I
walked in. “Hello, anybody home?”

“In here.” I followed Felix’s voice into the living room
where it came from, ready to blast him, and came up short in
the doorway.

“What the hell is that doing here?” I thought I shouted the
words, but they came out as little more than a whisper.

Anything [ was about to say died in my lungs as I took in
the sight of Felix sitting in a chair that he’d drawn up close to
the fireplace where the life-size portrait of Adrienne hung over
the mantle. “Hello, Becky, you’re finally home. Have a seat.” |
looked from him to the portrait and back with my mouth
hanging open, and my feet stuck to the floor.

There was a strange tingling in my fingers and toes, and I
felt as if my head was about to explode. The air grew thick,
and I found it hard to breathe as question after question
tumbled through my head, but none made it past my lips. A
phone rang somewhere in the room, and I vaguely heard the
din of his voice as he answered.



“Perfect timing, your stepmother just got home; come on
over.”



FELIX

“
% ho was that? Is that Gia and that boy? I just got
home; I’m in no mood to deal with those two

right now....”

“I told you to have a seat. I’'m having a drink; why don’t
you join me?”

“Felix, ’'m serious. Because of them, I spent a week in jail
for an honest mistake.”

“Mistake? What kind of mistake was that? Who gave you
the right to sell Gia’s car?”

“I admit I was a bit hasty there; I was just upset at what
they did to Victoria. Besides, it was that Russo kid who burned
her car; it’s only fair.”

“I see. What about the rest of 1t?”

“The rest of what? It’s all nonsense. You yourself know
how hard I’ve tried to be a good mother to Gia. I was her
mother’s best friend... Why are you looking at me like that?”

“No reason, go on.”

“What do you want to hear? I still don’t know what’s
going on. Something happened between Victoria and Gia, a
silly prank with her hair, and everyone’s blowing it out of
proportion.”

“Was that all?”

“Of course, it was. What else could it be?” My skin
crawled when she came further into the room to stand beside



me, placing her hand on my shoulder.

“Well, they’re on their way here; I guess we’ll get to the
bottom of it once and for all. She sounded pretty serious on the
phone just now. Oh, by the way, I seem to recall you spent a
lot of time with Adrienne before she passed. Was there
anything strange about that day?”

“What? Why are you bringing that up now? How can I
remember what happened that day? It was so long ago.”

I almost flinched when she threw herself in my lap but
caught myself in time. I have no idea why Gia is coming here
now, it could be as simple as letting me know she’s back in the
country, but I have some questions of my own. Funnily
enough, it’s the dance that snapped me out of whatever fog
I’ve been in these past few years.

When I wasn’t sitting here looking at her mother, I’ve been
watching the recording of my daughter dancing that the Russo
kid had given me and my eyes opened further each time. I’'m
not sure that was his intention, but who knows. When I think
back on all my interactions with him, I’m apt to believe he’s
smarter than the average teen.

The more I watched Gia; the more questions arose in my
mind. Why would she give up dance, something she once
loved and aspired to excel at, because it was one of the things
she shared with her mom? Only to use the dusty old room at
school to practice away from prying eyes.

That and a whole lot more went through my head in the
ensuing days, and I got to looking at things differently and
seeing things that I’d overlooked in a new light. I haven’t
spent the whole week just gazing off into space either, not
after that cryptic message about Adrienne’s death.

But I had to be careful with Victoria still in the house. I
took some time off from going to the office and spent my days
outside of the house visiting old friends. Those who didn’t
close the door in my face were only too willing to talk, to
share their thoughts on my now wife and what they knew of
her true character.



It wasn’t the first time I’d heard some of the things they
said, but it was the first time I listened without bias and
without Becky’s whispers in my ear. Most of them only spoke
up now because of recent events, and I’m certain the Russo
men had got to them in some way since they were willing to
talk freely without fear of repercussion.

They’d opened my eyes to some things, but I still need to
hear Gia tell me from her own lips what all had been done to
her. I let Becky prattle on and on with that sing-song voice that
grated on my nerves when it never had before. The anger that
had built up over a week was barely contained as I nodded as
if agreeing with her assessment that Adrienne’s death had been
so long ago, and as her friend, it pained her to even remember
1t.

“If Gia’s coming here, I don’t think you should have that
picture hanging there. You know how she is; she’s not ready to
deal with seeing her mother like....”

“You mean to say she’s still too young to deal with the
loss? I seem to recall that’s what you said when you had me
remove all traces of Adrienne from the house.”

“Why are you saying it like that? We both decided that
don’t you remember?”

“Of course, I remember. I agreed with you at the time,
seeing as you were the one who spent the most time with her; I
thought you knew best.”

“That’s right, and since she’s been acting out lately, I don’t
think she’s in any state to deal with this. She seems to be
having some kind of mental break. Maybe we should....”

“It was Gia who brought the portrait home.” She got up
from my lap and walked around behind me, I guess, in a futile
attempt to hide her anger. The look on her face reflected in the
glass that covered my wife’s portrait made my guts turn.

She hadn’t realized I guess that I could see her. It’s odd,
when [ had the portrait encased just a few days ago, I didn’t
give any thought to this added benefit, but in the last couple of



days, I’d seen both mother and daughter’s reflection as they
stood behind me and what I saw made my blood run cold.

'

GABRIEL

“You REaDY?” She nodded her head silently and gazed out
the car window with a sigh. She might be, but I’'m no longer
sure that I am. I’d convinced her to go in there alone because I
knew we stood a better chance of Becky slipping up without
me there. It’s been my plan all along, not only to show Gianna
that she had the strength to stand on her own but because I
knew Becky wouldn’t dare show her ass with me in the room.

But now that we’re here, I feel like a dad dropping his kid
off at the school gate for the first time and dreading his
precious baby being bullied by the other kids. I took her hand
and brought her attention back to me. “Tell me, do you really
want to do this? If you’re not sure, I’ll think of another way.”

Nothing could’ve reassured me more than the giggle she
gave me or the way she leaned over to kiss my cheek. “I’m
sure; stop worrying.” The lamb is comforting the lion. I
grabbed and hugged her like she was going off to war, but that
too was twofold. When she’s distressed, her heart beats in a
certain way, which I could now feel, but at least it wasn’t as
bad as I’d have expected.

Whereas in the last few days I’ve been rushing to get her
life together so I could move on to my own problems, I was
now wishing I could turn back the clock, give her more time to
get herself together, more time to deal with all this until she
was truly ready. But I don’t have the liberty.

This trip to Paris is the chance I’ve been waiting for. Pop
has me under lock and key when it comes to getting that close
to Sicily. Even without either of us acknowledging that the
other knows what the other 1s thinking, we’ve drawn our lines



in the sand. He doesn’t want me anywhere near Ma’s past, and
I can’t let him handle what’s mine to do.

He doesn’t know that I’'m aware of the lengths he’s gone to
to protect me or what I’'m willing to do to protect him. But
now, she’s in the mix, messing with my head as usual. “Okay,
go on in there before they realize I’'m out here. Remember, ’'m
right here, and I’ll be able to hear you with this.” I ran my
finger over the diamond stud I’d admitted to her was bugged.

I had to have some way of explaining how I’ll know
what’s going on in there. She doesn’t need to know I’ve had
eyes and ears on the place since forever. “Okay, I’'m ready.”
She breathed out hard before opening the door and stepping
out, and I had to refrain from calling her back and taking her
home. We could just let Greta go in there and do her thing
when she gets here in a little bit; that should be more than
enough.

But Gianna needs this; I need her to have her moment, to
take some of her power back. If it were me, I know I wouldn’t
be satisfied with anything less. So, I watched her walk inside
while I stayed hidden in the car, hoping that everything went
as planned. If Felix has been following the crumbs I left him;
he should be more than ready to accept the truth.

I’m not so much worried about his dumb ass as I am about
her reliving some of the shit that had been done to her. Not to
mention having to listen to what had been done to her mother
once again in the presence of the ones responsible. Last time
she’d been a wreck.

GIANNA

You caN po THIs; you can do this, you... I repeated that
mantra in my head as I walked into my family home. I almost
looked back, giving the fact that Gabe was here away. “Hi



Ella, can you do me a favor? Can you make me those brownies
I 1ike?” I smiled when she looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Sure, sure. The turtle ones, with the caramel?”
“Yes, I’ve missed them.”

Not really, since Gabriel had browbeaten Sheila into
making me some when I told him of my fondness for them,
and now they’re an added staple in the Russo home since
everyone else had fallen in love with them as well. It was
Gabriel’s idea to get her out of the way, something I didn’t
question, but I think it’s his way of protecting me from prying
ears. Or maybe he knows I’d be more relaxed knowing that the
woman couldn’t overhear the darker aspects of my past. Then
again, Becky and Victoria don’t like witnesses to their bullshit,
so he could be thinking of that.

She won’t be that careful with dad, not when 1t comes to
making me look bad. It just goes to show how well she
believes she’s poisoned my father’s mind against me, and
that’s just what I want. I want her to be just the way she’s
always been behind his back. I want him to fall for her lies like

he always does so that when the truth is revealed, his pain will
be doubled.

The deeper I walked into the house, the angrier I became,
but I hid it well. Gabriel was right; I just have to pretend like
this is a play, and I’'m about to go onstage. “Where’s
Victoria?” Only my dad and Becky were in the room when I
walked in. I was almost surprised to see my mom’s portrait
still hanging, having believed Becky would’ve tried her best to
get rid of it as soon as she walked through the door. There’s
hope for dad, yet I guess.

“She’s upstairs; why?” Dad turned to look at me. Did he
always look that tired? That beaten? My heart almost hurt for
him, for the forlorn look on his face. But I pushed it aside; this
is his doing, not mine. It’s too late, too much water under the
bridge. Forget everything he’d let them do to me; [ won’t ever
forgive him for marrying the woman who murdered my
mother.



My mind tells me this, but my silly heart still felt that bond
that had been forged between us before my world went to
heck. I looked away from his gaze before he made me falter.
This is the only time I’ll do this, it has taken a lot to shore
myself up for the task, and I never want to deal with this mess
again.

“l think she should be here for this; it concerns her as
well.”

“Where’s that boy? Your new shadow? Has he caused
enough trouble in this house? Do you know what he did to
me? What both of you did? I can’t believe after everything
I’ve done for you.....”

“Not now, Becky, come and sit down, Gianna. You have a
tan; it looks good on you. I’ve watched your dance all week; I
didn’t know you were that good.”

“Dance? What dance?”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that? Didn’t you tell
me that Gia was no longer interested in dance? You even
convinced me that it was her idea to quit. You said she didn’t
want to do it any longer because it was something her mother
did, that she was mad at her mother for leaving. Don’t you
remember? I do; it was the first time I hit her.”

“It’s what she said she wanted. Isn’t it Gia?” I ignored her,
not even looking in her direction. “Felix, why do you keep
bringing up things from before? I can hardly remember what I
did yesterday. Gia, this is not a good time; I just got home after
spending a week 1n jail, thanks to your boyfriend.”

“Dad, can you call Victoria down here, please?”

“Why? What do you plan to do to my daughter now?
Haven’t you done enough?”

“I’m not talking to you, Becky, dad.”

“Excuse me? Who do you think you’re talking to?” I just
gave her a look and waited for the fallout from dad, but there
was none coming. He just got up from his chair and walked to
the entryway to call up the stairs to Victoria.



I felt some of my unease leave me. I thought Gabriel was
nuts when he told me to take this approach, believing my dad
hadn’t changed one bit. But he was certain that my father
wouldn’t react like the norm.

It wasn’t much, but just that little show of support stopped
my heart racing as sickeningly as it had been since walking in
here. I felt the glare of Becky’s gaze at the side of my head,
and where before I would’ve cowered or done my best to
escape it, this time I turned to look at her directly. Did you
flinch, witch? Good, I’ve only just gotten started.



GIANNA

&=

J waited for Victoria to flounce into the room once she
saw me sitting there. “What’s she doing here? 1
thought she was away on some fancy vacation? Mom, when
did you get home? You look like...heck. So, what are we all
doing here?” She flopped down on a chair across from me so
she could better glare at me, I guess.

“Gia wanted us all here. Go ahead, what is 1t you’d like to
say?”

“Becky, you wanna sit? This might take a minute.” She
looked at me with something approaching malice, but I fought
not to look away like a scared little mouse.

“We’re waiting, Becky.” I eyed the glass in dad’s hand
when he said that. I don’t know how I missed the amber-
colored liquid and the bottle beside him at the foot of his chair.
I don’t think I’d ever seen him drink, that’s why.

That makes a lot of sense. I was beginning to think Gabriel
was a magician; he’d called dad’s moves almost to a tee. Now
I know we just got lucky, and dad had chosen to tie one on, on
this particular day. She dropped down beside her daughter
after dad crossed his legs to keep her from sitting on his lap.
Another one of her power moves deflected. Will wonders
never cease.

This little sideshow almost sidetracked me from my reason
for coming here. This is the first time I’d seen dad like this and
the first I’d seen mother and daughter looking so put out.



“Now that we’re all here, I only have one thing to say. Dad, I
met with our old housekeeper, remember her? Greta?”

“Greta? Where on earth did you find her? I’ve been
looking all over the place....”

“What? Why have you been looking for her? Felix, exactly
what is going on? What’s with all these trips down memory
lane and stuff? What lies have you been telling behind my
back?” She turned her ire my way, but once again, I ignored
her.

“Like I was saying, dad, I spoke to Greta, and she had
something very interesting to say.”

Now I looked at Becky with all the hate 1 felt inside. I’d
just signaled Gabriel that I was going with plan number two.
I’d so wanted to bring up everything I’d endured at the hands
of these two, but now I find myself weakening, or maybe it
was just my aversion to spending more time than was
necessary with these three.

So instead of rehashing things that no longer mattered like
I’d wanted to, I’'ll just go right to the most important issue. Out
the side of my eye, I saw Becky move to the edge of her seat.
No doubt she was trying to come up with some plausible
reason why dad shouldn’t want to hear, but again, Gabriel had
been right on point when he said just say what I needed to out
loud, no beating around the bush.

“Would you like to tell him, Becky, or should 1?”

“Tell him what? I don’t know anything about Greta and her
time here. She left just after I started living here unless you
forgot.”

“But why? Dad, did you ever wonder why she was in such
an all-fired hurry to fire Greta? She’d been here since before I
was born. You liked her, so did mom. There was nothing
wrong with her work, so why did Becky get rid of her in such
a hurry? Go ahead, tell him. It’s because she knew something
about you, isn’t it? About what you did to my mom.”

“Shut your mouth; when are you gonna stop lying? Felix, I
told you, she makes up stuff just to make me look bad. She’s



never liked me being here; you know that. Don’t you
remember the way she acted when we first got married?
She...”

“I told you to sit down and shut up.”
“Felix!”
“Go on, Gia, what did Greta say?”

“She said she saw you kill my mother.” Becky flew up
from her chair and charged at me, but dad got there before her.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”’

“I’m not going to sit here and let her lie on me like that.”
My heart was back to racing, and I felt sick to my stomach.
The sound of the door opening came just in time to save me
from passing out.

I’d remembered to leave the door unlocked as he said, and
Gabriel and Greta walked in. Two things happened at once;
Becky fell back against the chair as if her legs had given out,
and dad whispered Greta’s name as if in shock. “Hello, Mr.
Fontane, Miss. Gia, nice to see you again.”

“What’s she doing here? With him? Is this another setup
you two cooked up? Look here you....”

“Come in Greta, Gia was just telling us a story about the
day my wife died. Why don’t you tell me what you have to
say?” I couldn’t tell from dad’s dry tone if he believed me or
not.

Greta faltered, which is understandable, but Gabriel’s
subtle touch on her back seemed to give her the push she
needed. I’d geared myself up to hear this again, told myself |
could hold it together, but as she started speaking, I felt the
need to put my head between my knees.

Her voice grew stronger as she went on with her story, and
each time Becky tried to interrupt, all it took was one look
from Gabriel to shut her up. “I don’t have to sit here and listen
to this....”

“Sit...down.” Dad was fuming. It was the first sign of life
he’d shown since Greta started speaking. Becky floundered



about a bit, looking green around the gills, and had the
situation not been so dire; I might’ve found joy in her
discomfort. “Go on, Greta, I’m listening.”

This time Greta didn’t look at Becky before carrying on
but instead to Gabriel, who nodded his encouragement. Until
now, he’d stuck close to the older woman, but once she got to
the actual day leading up to what she swore she’d witnessed,
he left her side and crossed the room to mine.

“That day, things were a little lighter around the house than
it had been in a while. Ms. Adrienne was almost back to her
old self. Not quite, but she seemed more upbeat than in days
past since she became so gravely ill. I don’t know what made
me come up here at that time. I’d been in the kitchen where |
usually stay when company is visiting.”

Here Greta stopped and swallowed hard, her eyes now
fixed on the portrait of mom. “I think it might’ve had
something to do with the way Ms. Adrienne had started acting
around Becky. In the days leading up to it, they’d seemed like
friends, same as always. But that morning, Ms. Adrienne
asked me a strange question after Becky left the first time.
When I thought of it after, I realized that Becky had been a bit
upset when she left, before she came back later looking
chipper.”

“What did Adrienne ask you?”

“She asked me if I’d noticed anything strange about Becky
before. She seemed a bit confused, or so I’d thought at the
time. Now, I’m not so sure. I put it off to the medication
messing with her head; some days, as you know, were harder
than others. I was so caught up in feeling sad about her
situation that I missed what was really going on. The guilt has
been eating me up inside ever since.”

“Go on. What exactly happened that day?”

“After Becky left that first time, I went up to see if Ms.
Adrienne needed anything. She was just sitting up in bed with
a frown on her face; that’s when she asked me that question
about Becky. I told her honestly that I hadn’t. Truth is, I never
really paid much mind to visitors in that way. Only when I



noticed that some of the ladies had stopped coming by as
often.”

“Anyhow, Becky was back a few hours later, and I didn’t
think anything of it; why would 1?7 She’d been back and forth a
lot back then. In and out at all hours until you came home in
the evenings. So, I was in the kitchen standing at the sink; I
remember it like it was yesterday. It was a few hours yet
before I had to go pick up Ms. Gian...I mean Ms. Gia.” She
smiled wanly at Gabriel when she corrected herself.

“Anyway, I was standing there washing the dishes when I
got the eeriest feeling in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t
explain it; I just... Anyway, I headed up the stairs, being quiet
as a mouse, carrying a tray with refreshments. If nothing was
out of place, I didn’t want to interrupt whatever the two of
them were discussing, but if I was caught, I could just pretend,
you know, that I was bringing up something. Even though Ms.
Adrienne wasn’t really eating much by that time, and she’d
fuss at me if | overworked myself seeing to her guests.”

“You remember Mr. Fontane; she didn’t like anyone else to
take care of her, especially the nurses who came. Strangers,
she called them. She didn’t like them seeing her that weak and
undignified. She’d only let them administer her medicine, but
that was it. The rest you and I took care of and were glad to do
it. She said that was more than enough work on my shoulders,
and 1f our visitors needed pampering, they could get it at
home; I wasn’t here to cater to their needs.” She smiled fondly
at the memory.

“You know Ms. Adrienne was a spitfire when she chose to
be. Anyway, I came up the stairs, and at first, all I heard was
the drone of their voices, couldn’t make out what they were
saying to each other. Then I was finally able to hear. What are
you doing? That’s what Ms. Adrienne said, then she shouted,
get away from there.”

“Something in her voice made me panic, and I rushed to
the door just in time to see Becky fiddling with the IV. I wasn’t
sure what all she’d done; I just remember the smug look on
her face, a look that turned to pure evil when she turned to



look at Ms. Adrienne on the bed before she saw me standing in
the doorway.

“I’ve watched enough soap operas to know I had to act
fast. I could barely find words, just held up the tray with what
I’m sure was a sickly-sweet look on my face. My whole body
had gone ice cold. I'm amazed even now that I didn’t stutter
when I spoke, that I was able to get words past my lips. |
pretended that I’d just arrived and walked in the room
chattering away like I always did.”

She took a deep breath here as tears ran down both our
faces. It was then I realized that I was digging my nails into
Gabriel’s arm, where he held me. I tried easing back, but he
put my hand back without looking at me as if to say it was
okay, carry on. “I wasn’t sure then if it had worked; I was too
busy trying to keep my eyes on Ms. Adrienne, who looked like
she was just falling asleep.”

“I even convinced myself that I’d misunderstood the
situation. Why would Becky hurt someone who’d been so nice
to her all along? Even then, she took the tray from me, all
smiles. “She’s a bit tuckered out. Why don’t we leave this here
for now?”

“That’s what she said. I wanted to refuse to leave the room,
but I had no excuse to stay. She was the guest, someone Ms.
Adrienne held in high regard, while I was just the help after
all, even though Ms. Adrienne treated me like anything but.
And besides, her own child was in the room with her at the
time. Who would’ve thought...?”

“If I was wrong, how could I explain my irrational
feelings? It’s only after Becky left a little bit later, and I came
up here to find her not breathing that I doubted. Even then, I
wasn’t sure. But then she moved in here, started taking over,
started treating Ms. Gia worse than an unwanted orphan. It
made me sick. She must’ve caught on that I’d seen more than I
should that day because next thing I know, I was being
replaced.”

“Why didn’t you say anything to me about this?”



“I wasn’t sure at first. You’ve got to understand. Had I
known, I would’ve said something. But it was only after I’d
been gone from here that I was able to put things into
perspective. Even then, I didn’t dare say anything, just told the
new housekeeper to keep an eye on Ms. Gia because I’d seen
the way Becky had started treating her.”

“Felix, she’s lying; it wasn’t like that.”

“Really? What was it like? Tell me. Why did you stop the
others from coming to see my wife?” Contained anger; that’s
what the tone in dad’s voice sounded like. Becky stood there
in shock with her mouth hanging open.

“You didn’t think I knew, did you? I’ve learned a lot in the
last week while you were gone when you were not here to
muddy the issue.”

“Felix, I'm telling you, you’ve got to listen to me; you’ve
got it all wrong. It was her; she put her up to this.” Becky
turned her venom my way and once again made as if to come
after me.

“Bitch...I hope...the fuck...you do.” Gabriel didn’t even
raise his voice, but the look he gave her, the tone in his voice,
was more than enough. She turned once more to dad, who had
murder in his eyes.

“What did you do to my wife, you monstrous bitch?”

“I didn’t; I didn’t; she’s got it all wrong.... It’s what
Adrienne wanted. I was just helping her out; she was going to
die anyway....”

“You’re lying. The day before Adrienne died, she and I
spoke to a specialist in Switzerland about all the ways he could
make her better. He’d worked on similar cases with great
success, and we were just waiting for the call that he was
willing to see her.”

“You don’t understand that day; she was in too much
pain.” Becky nodded her head and looked around the room for
support.

“No matter what, or how much pain she was in, my wife
would never have left Gianna, and I never. What did you do? |



can have her body exhumed; you know. I can have the medical
examiner look for whatever poison you fed her.”

“I didn’t; I didn’t....” Why does she look so small now? So
pitiful?

“She did it. I saw you, mom.” My eyes went to Victoria in
shock. Until she said those words, there was still a sliver of
doubt.

“Victoria, hush....” Becky tried silencing her.

“No, I did, Felix. I saw her. I was too little to understand,
but she told me that she was just giving her medicine.”

“When I was a little bit older, and I brought it up again,
she threatened to throw me away. She said she’d send me
away 1if I ever said anything about it again. All these years,
she’s pushed me to fight with Gia to get rid of her. It was all
her doing.” You could hear a pin drop.



GABRIEL
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GZ{) ell, that was no fun. Just once, I wish humankind
would surprise me, but they have yet to. The place
turned into pandemonium, with all players screaming at each
other. I kept Gianna in place by my side, “Not your monkeys,
not your circus baby. Just sit back and watch it unfold.” I’'m
proud of her even though she didn’t confront them for the hell
they’d put her through. I kind of expected it, though. I knew
that she was more interested in getting to the bottom of what
had been done to her mother than in any restitution from these
beasts.

I watched and listened as they went at each other, every
word like a script to a play I’d written. So damn predictable,
even Felix the hump was getting his lines right. My focus was
on the daughter since I’'m quite sure the mother was about
done, and just as I’d expected, she turned on a dime: no class,
no shame, no loyalty. Then again, look at what she came from.

“This 1s all your doing. I can’t believe you’d stoop so low
as to bring your poor innocent mother into this....” Becky
looked at Gianna.

“Enough, don’t mention her again, don’t let her name pass
your filthy lying lips. I want you out of my sight. Get out!”
That vein in his forehead is about to pop. He should get an
aneurysm and die the dumb fuck.

“You can’t just kick me out. There are laws. You’re my
husband; I’'m your wife. This house is as much mine as it is
yours.” Ah, the words I’d been waiting to hear.



“Actually, it doesn’t belong to either of you.” All eyes
turned in my direction. Fontane because I’'m sure he’s
wondering how I knew that and the others in genuine surprise.

“What are you talking about? What is he talking about?”
Becky looked at her husband, outraged as a wet hen in winter.
Maybe I’m as twisted as she is because I’'m having way too
much fun watching her demise. Now to put the screws to her,
finish her off for now.

“Oh, didn’t you tell her, Felix, that this house belongs to
Gianna? It was left to her by her mother’s estate. You have no
claims to it, and neither does he. Gianna?”

“Get out!” My baby took a lot of pride in saying those two
words, and the look on Becky’s face made it that much better.

“You heard her.”
“Felix!”
“Like he said, it’s her house.”

“Even so, we’re her parents; she’s still too young to inherit
surely.”

“Don’t ever call yourself my parent again. You’re nothing
of the sort and never was. Parents don’t mistreat their wards;
not even animals do that.” Well, some do but go, baby, you’re
on a roll.

“Didn’t you hear your own daughter just admit out of her
own mouth that you forced her to pick on me? So, all those
trips down the stairs headfirst were your doing. What about
when you sent me to bed hungry? Or all the lies you told my
dad about me, to make him hate me, were you my parent
then?”

“I never told any lies. You were mean and hateful, wasn’t
she, Victoria?” Dumb as a stump, can she really not tell which
way the wind blows?

“Mom, it’s over. I’m sorry, but you’ve done too much, and
now it’s all coming to light. I can’t save you. I can only ask for
dad and Gianna to forgive me for what you made me do to her



all these years.” Cue the crocodile tears that never came: just
dry heaves and even drier eyes.

“I think I told you before; her name is Gia. Isn’t that what
you made everyone else call her because you were jealous of
her name? How beautiful it was? Or was that your mom too?
Did your mother lie to all Gianna’s friends and turn them
against her?”

“What’s this?”

“Oh, Fontane, you still don’t know? When you made all
those visits this week, didn’t you think to ask why they all
dropped Gianna in favor of Victoria?”

“Yes, that was mom’s idea, all of it.”

“Why, you little bitch.” Becky cracked Victoria across the
face, and she ran to Fontane. I looked at Gianna to see her
rolling her eyes; no fucks given.

I squeezed her hand when she opened her mouth to speak,
then mouthed the words not yet with a shake of my head. “So,
Becky, when are you leaving? This one has homework to get
back to; we don’t have all night.” If hate had a look, I just
caught it.

“And don’t take anything from here. The clothes on your
back, that’s all you deserve. Everything you have was bought
with my mother’s money one way or another.”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

“Hell would be a good start. Now get out of my house
before I call the police. Don’t look at dad he can’t save you.
I’11 just call my grandma if he even tries, then no one will have
anywhere to live.”

“Gia...”
“Don’t start, dad; don’t even start.”
“I think you should leave Becky.”

“Yeah, and thank your lucky stars that we don’t have
enough evidence to have you charged with murder.” Gianna
went in for the kill.



“I didn’t kill anybody. Felix, are you really going to take
their word against mine?”

“I don’t see why not. You’ve done nothing but lie to me
our entire marriage. I’m tired; you should go.”

“Not to worry, Fontane, there’s no statute of limitations on
murder. | have someone working on bringing a case against
her. If push comes to shove, we can always go with
exhumation, but I’'m trying to spare Gianna that. She’s been
through enough.” Fontane did the only thing I could respect
since we met. He went to the room’s entryway and pointed to
the door in a silent order for Becky to get out.

“I’1l let you keep the car for now....”
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“It’s okay Gia, I’'m not letting her keep it, but since she
can’t stay here, she’ll have to find someplace to go, and there
are no hotels within walking distance. I doubt the neighbors
would welcome her at this point.”

“I don’t really care. She talked you out of letting me drive
the car mom left for me, claiming I was too careless to even
get a license while her daughter drove around in a luxury car.
If that wasn’t bad enough, she even sold my car, so no, she
should walk to wherever she needs to.” Now that’s the Russo
twins talking right there. Then again, Anna and Rosa would’ve
stripped her naked, down to her bare feet. They’re vicious like
that.

Becky left the room screaming obscenities and headed up
the stairs, apparently to get her important papers. 1 glared
Victoria out of the room to give Gianna and her dad some
space after telling Greta she could leave with the team that was
waiting for her outside. Her job here was done, but since she
means so much to Gianna, Pop already had a job lined up for
her at one of his places back in the city.

“What a mess.” Fontane dropped down in his chair,
looking worn. “I’'m so sorry Gia, I guess I really let you
down.”

“You did more than that. You lost me.” Good girl!



“I know, I’'m sorry. I won’t ask you to forgive me, but I
hope one day to make it up to you.”

“I don’t understand; why did you change so much? When
mom was alive, we were so close. You’d never let anyone hurt
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me.

“I admit I was a different person back then. I had my head
on straight. Your mother was my guiding light. With her by
my side, everything always seemed so much easier. After your
mom passed away, I didn’t know what to do. I thought that all
the things I did were for you for your benefit.”

“I didn’t know how to be a mother and father to a girl, a
young girl who just lost her mom at that.” His voice broke,
and he looked like he’d aged ten years. While they talked, |
kept my ears pricked for what was going on in the rest of the
house. Becky might be thinking she’d got away with this one,
but she can have no idea that this was just the beginning.

“I swear I only had your best interest at heart. Things got
away from me, I guess. I only wanted to give you the best in
life. That’s why I married Becky in the first place. She
convinced me that as your mother’s close friend, she’d take
care of you. So, I held onto that with the hope that you’d not
suffer your loss too much. The more you fought against what I
was trying to do, the more I pushed back. I see that now. I
admit I wasn’t in the best place back then; I was in no
condition to raise you on my own, but I did everything wrong,
I know that now.”

“I can’t blame Becky for any of this. It was all my doing. I
never saw her for what she was. Now that I look back on it, all
the things that you endured while I turned a blind eye, things I
should’ve noticed. I’ll never forgive myself for that, but not to
worry, I’ll make reparation for my sins.”

“What does he mean by that?” Gianna asked me since
Fontane seemed to have gone off somewhere in his head.

I shrugged my shoulders to put her at ease, but I’'m hoping
he means to jump off a cliff or some fuck.

“We should go; it’s getting late.”



“Yes, you kids should go on ahead; I'll talk to you later.
It’s been a long day.” He got up from his seat and started
walking us to the door. Gianna walked out ahead of me
because | was still trying to pick up anything from upstairs. |
need the next scene in this play to play out before I can get rid
of Victoria as well. I can tell that Fontane still has his head
buried in his ass.

Just because she came forward and sold out her mother, he
seems to think that gives her a pass. Me, not so much. He
stopped me at the door and took a step back from the look I
gave him.

“Uh, one last question before you go. Your dad came to
visit me while you were gone. He mentioned in passing that I
should cover the portrait in glass, even told me where to go.
Was that your idea?”

“Yes.”

“How did you know?” I just smiled and walked out the
door.

“I don’t think we should’ve left Victoria in the house. I
don’t care where she goes; she needs to go.” Gianna pounced
as soon as | got in the car where she sat waiting, breathing fire
like a dragoness.

“Not yet; we’re not done.” I turned up the device in the car
so she could hear what I’d caught, what I was hoping to catch.

“Why did you sell me out after everything I’ve done for
you?” Becky’s voice came through loud and clear.

“I told you I wanted back in that school. I told you I
wanted the designer clothes that you promised when you had
all that money. You didn’t give me any of the things I asked
for. Besides, 1 don’t owe you anything. I'm a minor,
remember. I’'m just a kid. All of this was your doing.”

“You’re lying. You hated Gia; you wanted her life, even as
a little girl. To the point that you poisoned everyone against
her. Remember that?”

“Yes, just like you wanted her mother’s life, so don’t act
all innocent. So what if I mistreated her? What if 1 took



everything she had and loved? Why can’t I have nice things
too? It’s not my fault. It’s yours and Jimmy’s that my life was
worse than hers. At least I didn’t kill her.”

“I can’t believe you. I can’t believe that after all the things
that I’ve done, getting blood on my hands to give you a better
life, that you’d just throw me away like trash.”

“This 1s not my fault you made those choices. You’re the
one who lied to get the job at that school. You’re the one who
set your sights on that idiot Adrienne, and you’re the one who
killed her so you could screw her husband and take over her
life. This is just your just desserts, mom; you should just
accept it. I think you should leave before they really do call the
cops and have you arrested again. I still have a chance; I’'m not
going to lose it because of you.” The smugness in her voice
was palpable. I guess she really is nuts after all. Too bad that
shit’s not an excuse in my book.

“Hold it!” I had to grab Gianna to stop her from leaving
the car and running back inside. “Not yet; soon, I promise. I'll
get her out of your house in another day or so.” If all goes as
planned, that is.



GABRIEL
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“
%et’s go spar!”
“What?” 1 grabbed her nape gently and walked

her towards the Russo dojo.

“You have way too much pent-up energy to focus on doing
homework, so let’s go get rid of some of it.”

“I know of a better way to get rid of it.” She mumbled the
words beneath her breath, but I was still able to hear them.

“Bet! But let’s try this first.” She gave me that queer look
she’s been throwing my way ever since she caught on to the
fact that I’'m avoiding taking her to my bed. At least she’s not
brave enough yet to come right out and say anything. That’s a
conversation | haven’t quite prepared for yet, even though I
know it’s coming.

“Go change.” 1 guided her to one side of the changing
room where new outfits in her size had been added to the
twins’ while I went to the other side to get ready. She was still
spitting mad by the time we met up again, and I hid my grin as
we got in position. Her bow was laced with sarcasm which I
ignored as we faced off against each other. “Sensei!”

“Cute! Let’s go.”

For someone who was new to this, she’d taken to martial
arts pretty easily; her years of dance had made her loose and
limber though I'm sure her anger had a lot to do with her
performance today. I worked with her for an hour until she had
nothing left, then took her upstairs to shower and settle down
to do her homework while I played around on my computer.



Every once in a while, I’d look over at her as she lay
sprawled across the bed with the dog on her butt while she did
her read over her assignment, still with a look of displeasure
on her face. I’d expected tears, a tantrum or two, but I guess
hearing what Victoria had to say at the end there had erased
everything but the anger.

Anger’s good. I have the feeling that before this is all over,
she’s going to run the full gamut of emotions, but I want her to
deal with the pain she’s been bottling up inside before it
becomes too much. She always has an excuse, an escape to get
away from facing it, but I know it’s there, just beneath the
surface. I also know that today was just the beginning of the
hell she’s about to face.

I don’t think it’s quite set in yet. There’s been so much
going on in her life in just these last few weeks—a complete
change of pace from where her life was headed. I don’t want
her to lose traction, don’t want any missteps that would send
her back into hiding. That’s the excuse I’'m using today for not
having the conversation I know we need to have.

There are only so many ways I can avoid touching her
when it’s obvious to both of us that I want to. That’s another
thing that I didn’t read in my vast collection of books. How to
be this close to her all the time, the person I’'m sure was meant
to be my soulmate, had I not been cursed with my plight and
not touch.

Just looking at her, I want so much to walk over there and
lay down beside her to cuddle the way I’ve learned she likes
to. My heart aches for the loss of her, and it hasn’t even
happened yet, so I know the reality is going to be devastating.
Is it fair that I’d have had time to get ready for that occurrence
when she didn’t?

There’s nothing I can do about that now; I’d started the
ball rolling with her dad, now is not the time to drop
something like that in her lap. I need to have her life as sorted
as possible before I move on. I know that what I plan to do for
her makes up for some of the heartache I’'m bound to cause,
though I know that for me, I’d much rather have the person,
shortcomings and all.



I looked away just in time when she turned to me as if
feeling my stare, closing my eyes when I felt her look away
again. Am [ hurting her? Does she need me to hold her at this
very moment? Part of me was already there, and the other
knew that I needed to start building that wall if I was going to
avoid doing even more damage than I’d already done.

So, I pretended an interest in my screen when the truth is [
couldn’t even see it. Lately, the turmoil in my gut has amped
itself up into these knots that I’'m finding it harder and harder
to loosen. The sooner we get her sorted, the closer it will be to
our parting. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything sadder. I wish
I could... There’re so many things I wish for because of her.
But so many years of believing my life will go one way can’t
be changed that easily.

GIANNA

THERE’S SOMETHING BOTHERING GABRIEL. I thought I sensed it
on the island, but I wasn’t sure until just this second. It’s as if
he’s avoiding looking at me. That thought emboldened all my
doubts and inner fears that I’ve kept hidden from the rest of
the world. Was he tired of me already? Was I just a phase, a
plaything he no longer wanted?

How could I have forgotten who he is? How popular and
sought-after he was at school? That he could have any girl, he
wanted? Most of them more suitable than me. How had I let
myself believe all this time that he could truly be interested in
me? [’d never heard of him being a player, and there’s no way
he could fake the things he makes me feel. Or is it all one-
sided?

I felt a cold chill run through me as those doubts came
crashing down on me all at once. Maybe this was my way of
avoiding thinking about my mom and the way she’d been



betrayed, finding something else to stress over. Or maybe I'm
finally seeing something that has been right in front of me all
along.

Gabriel Russo, guys like Gabriel Russo, smart, handsome,
rich, and just all-around perfect, don’t fall for nobodies like
me. Why would he? I mean, his family is perfect, while mine
is a train wreck of a disaster. Although we live in close
proximity, ’'m way down on the totem pole when it comes to
comparing our wealth. And again, there’s the fact that he could
have anyone he wants.

I bit my lip to withhold the groan of despair that almost
escaped me. I didn’t know that he was looking at me, but he
must’ve been. Because before the first tear fell, he was there,
moving the dog out of the way and folding me in his arms. His
hugs, like sunshine and laughter and all the good that life has
to give, wrapped up in one, can make me weak.

I buried my face in his chest and gripped the back of his
shirt so hard in my fists I thought it would tear. My body
shook with tears though there was a toss-up as to what I was
crying about. I got distracted by the fast-paced beating of his
heart. His voice when he calmed me was filled with
apprehension and a strain of something else I didn’t quite
catch.

When he started running his hand back and forth along my
spine soothingly, it only made me cry harder. My heart felt like
a stone one minute and mush the next as my head filled with
chaos and fear. I held on tighter, cried harder, and felt sorry for
myself even as | enjoyed being close to him.

When he holds me like this, I can tell myself that I'm
being silly, that there’s nothing wrong with us. No way can he
be this kind, this loving with me, if he didn’t want me. I tested
that theory by lifting my lips to his. There was hesitance at
first, but that only lasted a mere few seconds before he melted
into me.

Now my tears were ones of joy mixed with a touch of
sadness. Joy because we were once again in each other’s arms
and sadness for my poor mother, who’d been so horribly



robbed of her last chance to live. I was soon consumed by him,

no room for thought of anything else but what he made me
feel.

FELIX

I pacep BAck and forth in front of the portrait of my wife
while my mind raced to hold onto something, anything. The
alcohol I’d consumed was no help, no more powerful than
water at this point. I thought for sure it would help ease the
pain that has been hounding me for days now, but hearing
everything 1’d heard this evening had proved to be too much
even for liquid courage.

Becky was still moving around upstairs, no doubt working
on a way to hoodwink me into letting her stay. I had no idea
the kids knew that the house wasn’t mine but was, in fact,
owned by my daughter. Obviously, they’d learned this on their
trip to Virginia. Something I hadn’t even thought of in forever.

I hadn’t kept the truth from Becky on purpose; it just never
crossed my mind to. I didn’t see the need since I always
expected that we’d all live here together until Gia got married.
I imagined we had at least another few years; while the girls
went off to college, they’d come home for the holidays and
spend their summers home.

When the time came, and Gia decided that this 1s where
she wanted to raise her family, Becky and I would find a place
of our own, while Victoria went off with her husband to start a
life of her own. So it wasn’t subterfuge that held me back from
divulging that information.

Now I see that it worked in my favor, keeping that tidbit of
information hidden. Who knows what tricks Becky would’ve
pulled to cause trouble? Not that she could’ve done anything
about the ownership of the house, Adrienne’s family has made



their dislike of her more than evident over the years, so
anything she tried would’ve gone over even worse than when
she tried driving Gia’s car or when she wanted the heirloom
jewelry Adrienne had left behind.

I lost all my strength as Greta’s words played themselves
over in my head again and had to drop down on my seat before
my legs gave out. There was a sick feeling in my gut, eating
away at me and wreaking havoc on my senses. I felt the same
mix of emotions I’d been battling all week—shame, despair,
anger, and rage.

Most of it was against me, but even more, it was for
Becky. I can’t bring myself to blame Victoria; she’s just a kid
and one that I was legally responsible for. Besides, my lawyer
had all but warned me that getting out of an adoption is almost
as hard if not harder than divorce.

But when I think of the secret she’d kept all these years,
my anger at her is just as fierce as what I feel for her mother.
Shouldn’t it work both ways, this adoption? As her father,
shouldn’t she have told me the truth before today? How much
truth was in her words? Had Becky really been the mastermind
behind all that happened, while Victoria had been little more
than a victim herself? That would mean that I’d failed not one
but two daughters, leaving them both at the mercy of that
monster.

I heard her footsteps on the stairs and fought to hide the
hate on my face. I’d had the whole week to think about this
since receiving that call. There was doubt, of course; how
could it be true? I’d never seen that side of Becky, the side of
her that could kill a friend in cold blood then go on with her
life as if nothing happened.

But after this day’s revelations, there’s no way I can
overlook this, no way she can talk me out of believing the
truth. I wanted so much for it to be a lie, some sick joke
someone was playing. Even after hearing the less than positive
things others had to say about her and her actions behind my
back, I’d still held onto a glimmer of hope that she wasn’t the
evil bitch everyone was making her out to be.



I admit it was for my own selfish reasons that I refused to
accept. I needed to do that because if it were true, then
everything I’d done since Adrienne’s death would be
tantamount to the worst betrayal. But there’s no way for me to
hide from it now; it was out in the open for all to see. And I
have the feeling if 1 don’t handle this right, I’ll lose my
daughter for good this time.

I hadn’t foreseen Becky being ousted from the home, but
along with my denial in the last few days, I’d been working on
the other side of that count. I’d played the what-if game
morning, noon, and night and had more or less come up with a
plan of action if it proved to be true. Now I’ll have to rework
some of it in my head since she would no longer be in the
house.

“Aren’t you even going to look at me?” She spoke from
the doorway before making her way into the room when I
finally looked in her direction. “Felix, come on, you know this
is all lies. That Russo boy hates me for some reason, no doubt
because of the lies that little bitch told about me.” She recoiled
back from the look I gave her.

“Are you talking about my daughter? Is that the little bitch
you’re referring to? Or is it your own?”

“Felix!” She does put upon umbrage very well; how did I
miss that before?

“What all did you two do to my daughter?”
“Nothing, why won’t you believe me?”’

“A pout on an adult age woman is not as effective as you
seem to think.” Her face changed immediately, and 1 saw it
just for a second before she schooled her face again. Just for a
split second there, I saw the light that entered her eyes, a look
I’d never seen before.

Something inside me eased, and I knew what I had to do.
“Look, Becky, I don’t know what to believe anymore. I need
time to think, to get my head around all this.”

“I can’t believe you’d throw me over this easy. We’ve been
married longer than you and her, you know. I’'m the one who



was here to pick up the pieces... why are you looking at me
like that?”

“Like what?” I kept my voice void of all emotion, the way
she’s used to, as I took another sip straight from the bottle this
time. “Look, as I was about to say, whatever is going on, Gia
has asked you to leave this house. I think you should go until I
come up with something. Here, take this, get yourself a room
in town for now and I’ll talk with Gia, get her to calm down.”

“But...”
“There’s no other way.”

“What do you mean? She’s just a kid; she doesn’t have that
kind of power.”

“Actually, she does in this case. Even though she doesn’t
inherit for another few months on her eighteenth birthday, the
estate is under her grandmother’s care. It’ll only take a word
from her to make it happen.”

“But you’re Gia’s father; surely you have the right.”

“Not in this. Adrienne’s inheritance is passed down
through the women in her family; husbands have nothing to do
with it. I'm sure I don’t know how to undo a couple of
centuries-old tradition that has been in good standing for
generations.”

“So, what am 1 supposed to do?” She took the wad of
money [ held out to her.

“Don’t worry about it; consider it a mini-vacation. You’ve
been through a lot in the last few weeks; go enjoy room
service and unwind. Watch TV, get your hair and nails done.”
She actually looked like she was buying it. Who is this
creature?

“Come with me.”

“I can’t do that. What will we do with Victoria? She, too,
has had a hard couple of weeks.”

“I don’t care about her after the lies she told either. Little
brat.”



“Don’t be like that.” I swallowed my bile and touched her
hand lovingly. That seemed to work as she relaxed just a little.

“It’ll only be for a few days, I promise. Go on now. I
promise to come to see you soon. Just call after you check-in
in, let me know you made it okay.” I got up and walked her to
the door with a smile on my face that I did not feel. Each
moment in her presence was torture, and it was all I could do
not to break her neck right there in the foyer.

I played the doting husband, going so far as to walk her out
to the car, held my breath and disgust in check when she
pressed her reptilian lips against mine, and smiled as I held the
door open for her. As she drove off, I looked back towards the
house. It had been some time since I actually looked at the
place.

A place that once held all the happiness to be found in my
world. It had been Adrienne’s dream house and, at the time,
way above my pay grade. I could afford it now, but that too
was thanks to the start her family had given us as part of our
wedding present. My heart ached at the memory of all that my
beautiful wife had brought into my life. The love we’d shared
was one for the books. So how had it come to this? How did
our beautiful dream become this nightmare?

I saw Victoria moving around in her room through the
windows upstairs and sighed in almost defeat. I’'m not sure
what I’m supposed to do with her now. On the one hand, I feel
a sense of responsibility, and on the other, I'm very
disappointed that she sat on the truth she’d revealed only
tonight for so long.

I sighed deeply before making my way back into the
house, feeling like the whole world rested on my shoulders.
The alcohol, for now, was keeping my disgust with myself
somewhat dulled, but I knew once it wore off, once life came
back into focus, that I’d have to face the truth of my own
actions. How am I going to live with myself in the next few
days while I get my affairs in order?

I’ll have to do it, though, no matter what. It’s the least I
can do to make up for my failures. It’s the least I can do to



respect the memory of my wife. I felt cold tears on my cheeks
and wiped them away. I don’t deserve the privilege of tears,
but knowing how disappointed my wife would be with me was
more than I could bear.

By the time [ made it up to my bed, I was little more than a
broken man. There was no more use for me to be here. I’d
failed the one thing I had left to do. With my own hands, I’d
brought hell into my young daughter’s life and subjected her
to everything her mother would’ve opposed. No, there’s no
more need for me to be here.



VICTORIA
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@’h good, she’s gone; thank goodness, 1 thought she’d

never leave. Trying to pull me down with her? Fat
chance. Like she’d always taught me, it’s survival of the
fittest. That’s what she’d always snicker and say any time she
reminisced about Adrienne, so she should understand my
actions and hold no grudges, though she seems pretty pissed at
me.

None of this is my fault, though, so whatever. If she wasn’t
so stupid, none of this would be happening. She had one damn
job, and she screwed it up royally. If she’d done half of what I
told her to, we wouldn’t be in this mess. If she’d gotten rid of
the daughter the same way she executed the mother, we both
could be sitting pretty for the rest of our lives.

But no, she was convinced that we needed to keep that fool
around in order to keep Felix on the hook. She may have had a
point the first year or so, but once he’d adopted me and they’d
been married long enough that an annulment wouldn’t be
possible, there was no need for Gia to be around.

Of course, 1 didn’t tell her to knock her off right away. I
was too young back then to even understand. At five years old,
all I knew was that I hated Gia, but I didn’t know why. Just
that every time we were in the same space together, I couldn’t
breathe. She was always the center of attention, especially for
her mother and the other women who praised her even above
their own kids.

It’s only a few years later that that hate had grown to such
proportions, and by then, I knew a little bit more about life and



understood what it meant for someone to no longer be here.
Plus, I have the memory of what mom had done that day, even
though I had no clue at the time. With age and time came
enlightenment. I think I was about eight when I finally got it.

That’s when 1 first started pushing for her to deal with Gia
as well, but she had other 1deas. Now that I think about it, she
probably couldn’t have held onto Felix without his kid in the
picture needing a mother. But what about me? Wasn’t I his too
by then? That’s a slap in the face, the fact that she doesn’t see
my adoption as....

Oh, oh, now I see. I felt sick in my gut when I figured out
exactly why it is that she’d have felt that way. Jimmy: Jimmy
is still alive, something I knew but had blocked out like she’d
taught me to when I was younger. At that age, [ knew nothing
about parental consent and needing a parent to sign away their
rights, etcetera. But now it all makes sense.

It doesn’t matter that he’s alive; he can’t do anything about
it now. Becky had most likely forged his signature, but who’s
to say? Besides, I’'m old enough to look out for myself, and 1
have more than a few tricks up my sleeve to make sure my life
is as uninterrupted as possible. All these things that have been
going on will pass soon enough.

Gabe and Gia seemed to want blood, but it was Becky’s
they were after. They’d already got me kicked out of school;
hopefully, that’s where their fight with me ends. All I have to
do is lay low for now until they all but forget I exist. Maybe
they’ll be satisfied with picking over Becky’s old carcass.

All of this is her just desserts anyway, and I won’t feel an
ounce of pity for her. She’d been sitting pretty once she got rid
of Adrienne. The person she envied most was no more, but I
still had to deal with my nemesis in my face every day, living
under the same roof. It didn’t matter how much torment I put
her through; the fact that Gia was still breathing has always
been a bone of contention for me.

Maybe I knew somewhere deep inside that as long as she
lived, my life would never be fulfilled. And so, it has
happened; it’s finally come to pass. If there was ever a chance



of Gabe Russo and I getting together, it was long gone now,
thanks to Gia.

He hates me, of this, I am sure. The looks he gave me
downstairs earlier would’ve made a weaker person shrink into
nonexistence. And why else would he go to the lengths of
finding out about the things I’d done to separate Gia from her
childhood friends? How the hell had he figured it out anyway?
Not even Gia knew the reason for her ostracization.

He’d gone to a lot of trouble for her, and after today I
know that he feels something for her, something that he’d
never feel for me. He looks at me with contempt while all his
looks for her are filled with care and compassion. He doesn’t
give a fig that my own life is coming apart at the seams; in
fact, he’s the one with the scissors, wielding them like a
scalpel to unravel the very fabric of my life while letting her
cling to him for support.

I’11 get her back, though, if it’s the last thing I do. It may
take some time, but all I have to do is weather this storm and
keep my place here so that one day I can make a comeback. It
doesn’t matter what happens to Becky as long as I hold onto
my place in this family; it’s the only way to survive.

I knew that when things started to go left downstairs. Who
knew the damn maid was going to show up and burst Becky’s
bubble? I’d all but forgotten about her, and again 1 was too
young that day when it all went down with Adrienne and the
infamous 1v situation.

Did Felix believe me? He hadn’t said anything, either way,
but he must’ve. He hadn’t even looked at me as far as I can
recall. But he hadn’t come to put me out either, so there’s that.
I held my breath as I heard his footsteps on the stairs and
sighed with relief when he turned into his room instead of
barging into mine.

How long am I supposed to live with this tension and fear?
I rubbed my stomach where that unsettling feeling had started
up again. I won’t last a week at this rate, and there isn’t a
damn thing I can do because my mother is stupid. It had taken
Gabe Russo a little more than a month to unravel what she’d



done in a decade. As I replayed the words that were said
downstairs, I came to the realization that mom wasn’t as smart
as she thought she was.

How did she not know that the house she was planning to
sell once I went off to college didn’t even belong to her
husband but his daughter? Or that as things stand, Gia seems
to have more power than we both realized. The thought filled
me with so much rage that I dug my fingers into my temples to
ease the throbbing ache that had started there and was only
getting worse with time.

I refuse to give up, to let Gia win. She may have won the
battle, but this war is far from over. I jumped up from the bed
and walked over to my dresser drawer, where [ kept the
emergency cash I’d been stashing away since 1 was about
thirteen. Most of it had been taken from Gia because why
should I go without? I needed my own money for nights out
with my friends on the weekends.

It’s only fair that I be able to keep up with them, isn’t it?
Besides, Gia didn’t like being outside that much, and she had
no friends, so why would she need the same allowance as me?
I felt a shiver when I recalled the look on her face when she
was here earlier; when did she grow a spine? Had she been
playing along all this time, waiting for a moment like this?

It can’t be. How could she know that Gabe would play
knight in shining armor? Had I known things would come to
this, I would’ve taken care of her after that first day. Back
then, was it only a month or so ago? Felix still believed her to
be a clumsy mess. After [ don’t know how many trips down
the stairs on her ass, he never once questioned mom that it was
Gia’s own clumsiness at fault.

Had I pushed her down the stairs one last time, making it
count for more than a sprain or fracture this time, things
would’ve turned out so different. But now, thanks to her and
my fool of a mother, my life is going to be uprooted once
again. I bought myself some time, but who knows how long it
will last? Or when it will all come tumbling down.



I moved back to the bed to count out my money, watching
the door and keeping my ears pricked for any sound. Ella has
been acting strange these last couple of days, not that she ever
liked me before, but lately, she doesn’t even try to hide it. Just
another fool under Gia’s spell. Another traitor who only likes
her because of her parentage because she came from some
lofty family on her mother’s side.

That’s the thing about Adrienne that had got my mother’s
goat, and I hate the daughter for the same reasons. Because no
matter how I try, I can never be the same. My parents are little
more than projects trash. It’s Becky’s fault, everything that’s
happening to me now. If she hadn’t brought me here, I would
never have known any other life but the one I was born into.

Because of her, my greed for nice things had grown, and |
felt suffocated if I didn’t get the things [ wanted. So, shouldn’t
she be the one to get me everything my heart desired? I have
no guilt for turning on her. She hadn’t held up her side of
things as a mother, as someone who’d made promises to me
that she hadn’t kept. I kept her secret all these years; it’s
enough. Now it’s time I looked out for number one. I won’t
end up like her. No matter what happens, I won’t be a loser.

“What do you want?” I looked up to see Ella standing in
my doorway. When did she come in here? How long has she
been standing there?

“I knocked, but you didn’t answer; I thought something
might be wrong.”

“What the hell do you want?” I had to grit the words out
through my teeth because I didn’t want Felix to overhear.

“Oh, I was wondering if you were ready for dinner.”

“Get out. And don’t come into my room unless I tell you
to.” 1 got up and slammed the door in her face, too late,
remembering that Felix was just down the hall.

“Huh! He has his own problems to tend to, more important
than a slamming door.” He must be feeling guilty now that all
has been revealed. Knowing that he fucked the woman who
killed his beloved must be making him feel like shit right



about now. Good, stay focused on that shit and stay out of
mine.

Maybe the guilt will eat away at him to the point that he’s
no use to himself or anyone. The way he’s been staring at that
portrait all week and watching that stupid dance might be a
good thing after all, though at the time, it grated on my nerves
something awful.

Maybe he’s finally cracked. I can use that to my
advantage. I’ve only got two things going for me. One, I’'m a
minor, they can’t just kick me out on the street, and two, I told
the truth about what I saw that day. Hopefully, he won’t dwell
on the fact that I’d waited this long to speak up.

>

GABRIEL

SHE FELL asleep after our shared bath, and I was too tired to
beat myself up over the fact that I’d slept with her again. |
spared myself the indignity of saying it was the last time again
and turned my focus to the computer. I had a new message in
my inbox, the one I’d generated for just this purpose.

Because I trust no one at face value, even those who
appear helpful, I’d given the Fontane housekeeper this email
address instead of a phone number or my correct email. If
people only knew what damage could be done in the wrong
hands with just that bit of information, they’d never get on the
damn things again. Doxing is just the tip of the ice-burg.

“Hmm, a private stash, huh.” I typed in a command and
switched to something else. Starting tomorrow, the girls will
be busy with their debutant crap, so I’d have some room to do
what needs to be done. I’'m waiting for Felix to make a move
in the hopes once more that he might redeem himself, at least
for his kid’s sake. I’'m not holding my breath, though.



In the meantime, I won’t twiddle my thumbs. I sent off a
message to New York. It’s time to put Victoria in the hot seat.
I’m sure Fontane won’t put her out on the street with nowhere
to go; he’s still under the delusion that she’s his adopted
daughter, after all. But I’'m going to sever those ties with a
sharp sword so that even he, as ignorant as he is, won’t be able
to glue them back together.

“You’re up, Jimmy.” Time to come claim your little family,
or what’s left of it once I put Becky behind bars for the rest of
her natural life. She’s already facing a hefty sentence for the
crimes she’d been arrested for. With a murder charge tacked
on, she won’t be seeing the light of day again. As to Felix,
well, let’s see how he handles himself, then I'd know which
way to take this thing with him.

I have to remember to plant the seeds in Gia’s
grandmother’s ear, that maybe it would be better for her
granddaughter to be with her while all of this is going on.
She’s going to need someplace to stay when this is all over and
done. I’ve decided that the bosom of her mother’s family will
be that place.
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@&‘ or the next week and a half, I played chess with
human pawns while she got sucked into etiquette

classes and dress shopping with the women. I knew from
experience how time-consuming these debutant balls are and
used her distraction to line things up for just the right moment.

Just as before, I didn’t want her here when shit went down,
so I had to be very meticulous. I had men watching Becky,
who seemed to be having a crisis with public meltdowns and
temper tantrums which only made her look bad. Either Felix
had canceled her credit cards or had her on rations because she
was staying at a mid-range motel, which I was sure to make
known to the right people.

Since she didn’t want to be seen in her lowly state, she
stayed indoors most of the time, making calls that went mostly
unanswered. I couldn’t get a bead on Felix, who had kept to
himself most of the first week and had only just started
showing signs of life. Even when he was at home, all he did
was stare at his wife’s portrait or watch the video I’d given
him of his daughter dancing.

Victoria, on the other hand, was a mess. She’s not as
sophisticated as her faux father, so she didn’t hide her
displeasure nearly as well. She could be heard when not seen,
throwing things around, screaming out loud out of nowhere,
and cursing Gianna with her every breath. It was music to my
ears and a delight to the eyes, listening and watching her
unravel. It was the perfect setup for my next move.



Gianna was too busy to hound me for anything
approaching sex, but she would skin me if I didn’t cuddle with
her at night. She kept me up to date with all the goings-on,
asked for my input on the different dresses and jewelry her
grandmother and aunts had chosen for her to wear and filled
my ears with her excitement while trying to hide her sadness
over what was going on with her dad.

She’d been mad at him this whole time, refusing to even
talk about him for the first few days after our visit, but I saw
the cracks by the end of the first week. I guess some people
are soft enough to forget the harm done to them when they feel
an ounce of pity; me, not so much. In her place, I’d have set
his ass on fire while he slept and tossed the other two off a
cliff in a rotten carpet rollup.

She expressed her grief and disappointment by working
my ass out on the mat when she found time, that is. Lancelot
has been on my ass, sicced there by Pop, no doubt, watching
me like he expected me to disappear in the night. I’d been
taking care of my shit while organizing hers as well, and by
the middle of the second week, just days before we were set to
leave the country for France, I played my last strategic move.

“We should go see your dad before we leave.”
“Why? I can see him when we come back.”

“Okay.” If suspicion had a look, she gave it to me;
amateur.

“That’s it? You’re not going to argue?” Typical, I give her
her way; she’s not satisfied.

“Why would 1? If you don’t want to go, you don’t want to
go.” I kept tapping away at my computer keys as if [ had no
interest one way or another.

I figured, if she’s anything like the women in my family,
which I’m sure she is, that my easy capitulation would get her
to thinking and overthinking, and she’d come up with all the
wrong answers, which in this case is fine because it suits my
purpose. “Fine, let’s go see him.”

“Just let me know when you’re ready.”



“Now’s as good a time as any.”

“Okay, go tell Ma we’ll be back in a bit.” Ma has become
very overprotective of her since Ella blabbed to Sheila about
what went down the night Greta made her big reveal. At this
point, I’'m not sure which of my parents wishes to do Fontane
the most harm.

She got up to go find Ma, and I picked up my phone and
called the team that I had waiting. “Bring the package; you
remember what I told you, right?”

“Of course. See you there.” I hung up and went to find her
jacket and mine since she always seems to forget to wear one.
We took her mom’s car, well hers now, and drove out without
calling ahead.

Felix answered the door with a look of surprise followed
by pleasure. I'm sure from his ramblings that he expected her
to hate him forever. I’d overheard that during one of his self-
flagellation sessions. He’d already mourned her without
asking her one word about how she felt. I don’t think he called
her once since she never mentioned it to me. But I know it was
shame and fear that had kept him from doing so.

I learned one thing, though, from all this; she’s a bottler.
She keeps her thoughts and feelings bottled up inside until the
pressure becomes too much, then she breaks. I’m ready for the
fallout I know is coming. I could’ve warned her about my
plans, but since it’s my gift to her, I thought I’d make it a
surprise.

“Hello Fontane, mind if we come in?” He moved aside
without saying much just kept staring at his daughter. I spoke
louder than needed because 1 knew it would get Victoria’s
attention which it did. She came down the stairs looking
defiant and ready for battle. I guess the last week and a half,
she’d had time to think and came away with the idea that she’d
been wronged. Sociopathic narcissistic twit that she is.

“I’m sorry, may I use the restroom?”

“Of course, it’s upstairs.” Fontane pointed up the stairs
while Gianna looked at me like she was about to freak.



“I remember where it is, I think.” T squeezed her around
the middle where I’d had my hand resting on her waist and
whispered in her ear.

“I’ll be right back; he won’t let her bully you, not to
worry.” 1 was confident of that much, at least, plus I wasn’t
planning to be long.

I made my way upstairs, and instead of the bathroom
which I had no intentions of using, headed for Victoria’s room.
I knew exactly where to find her stash since Ella had done her
job well. She’s another one who’d be starting a new job soon,
thanks to the Russos. I walked across the hall and flushed the
toilet to avoid suspicion too soon, washed my hands, and
headed back down the stairs.

When 1 got back, Gianna was telling her dad about her
shopping sprees in great detail, no doubt to piss off Victoria,
who looked on as if she was ready to explode. I sat and
listened, enjoying the female mind at work. I guess that’s
sexist because some men react the same way, play the same
games, but I never knew it was this much fun.

“I don’t understand though, don’t these things take at least
a year to prepare for? I think I recall your mom telling me
once about all that’s involved.” Gianna looked at me as if
embarrassed to brag, so I did it for her.

“She comes from a long line of debutantes; her mother’s
family is practically royalty, I guess, so all it took was a word
from her grandmother to get her accepted at such late notice.”

“As to preparation, she was born ready for stuff like this.
According to her teachers, she’s naturally poised, and her
manners, which I suspect she got from her mother before she
died, are impeccable.” Out the side of my eye, I saw Victoria
dig her nails into the arm of the chair. She was on her best
behavior in front of Felix, I guess, in the hopes of keeping him
blind to what she really is.

“By the way, Fontane, there was something else I wanted
to talk to you about. Gianna, hand.” She gave me her hand
after a questioning look, and I opened my little recorder and
hit play with the other. Victoria and Becky’s voices filled the



air. Gianna’s hand tightened in mine; Victoria became epileptic
as Fontane glared at her with murder in his eyes.

The screaming started, and of course, everything was mine
and Gianna’s fault. “That’s not me; that’s not what I said. You
edited it, didn’t you? You put him up to it.” No one answered,
just let her go on and on, digging her grave deeper.

“She’s always been jealous of me, dad, because I was
better at everything; that’s why she’s doing this....”

“Don’t call me that. Don’t you dare call me that.”

“Dad, I... mom was right, can’t you see they’re doing this
to get back at mom and me? Gia never liked us; she’s always
wanted to get rid of us. Now she has him to help her. How
could he have a recording of me saying those things anyway?”
I rolled my eyes when Fontane looked like he was giving her
words some thought.

Victoria looked pretty pleased with herself, so I guess she
was accustomed to that look. Before she moved in for the kill
and before my surprise arrived before I was ready for it, I got
up from my seat and walked over to the oversized silk flower
display where I’d hidden one of many little devices. “These
aren’t even that good, but they did the job.”

I tossed the device to Fontane, who caught it. “That’s how
I was able to record you. Through one of those.”

“That’s illegal; you can’t do that.”
“Gianna, it’s your house. What do you think?”

“I knew they were there, and like you said, it’s my house; I
don’t need anyone’s permission.”

“So, dad, do you believe her? Did we indeed edit that
recording?”

“No, I don’t think so.” He looked at Victoria with loathing
and just shook his head.

“It was all mom’s doing; I was just a kid, you said so
yourself. How could I be held accountable for any of this?”



“What about when you were older? All those times you
told me things that Gia had done to you, the times I punished
her for hurting you in some way. Was it all lies?”

“No, I promise, it wasn’t she did do all of those things.”

“I guess the fact that she’s a few months younger than you
doesn’t make a difference. You’re the only one who gets to use
youth as an excuse.” I wound her up until she was ready to spit
in my eye.

“She didn’t have anything to complain about. I did. Do
you know how I lived before we moved here?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. I heard it all from your father.”

“What’re you talking about, Russo? Her father died a long
time ago.”

“Did he? That’s odd. Didn’t you tell your ‘dad’ about your
father picking you up from the police station in New York a
couple of weeks ago?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I removed my phone and scrolled through photos.
“Gianna, give this to your dad.” She looked at it first before
passing it on with a shake of her head in Victoria’s direction.

“What’s this? Where is this? Who’s that man?” Victoria
peeked down at the screen from her standing position in front
of Fontane and recoiled as if burned.

“That...1s Jimmy. He’s Victoria’s father and Becky’s
husband. That’s the night Becky got arrested and there, is a
diner in New Jersey. I guess Victoria didn’t want to take the
chance of running into anyone she might know and made him
take her there before ditching him. Weren’t you told that her
father came to pick her up that night?”

“I was, yes, but I thought there was some kind of mix-up.
This is crazy. Where has this man been?”

“Prison.”

“Wait, you said Becky’s husband, present tense.”



“Yep! They never got divorced, which means you were
never married, and since he never gave his permission, you
never adopted this one. You have only one daughter.”

“Don’t smile at me, you bitch; I hate you.” I guess Victoria
lost her mind because she charged Gianna. I just raised my leg
and tripped her, making her sprawl on her face.

“I want you out of my house, same deal as your witch of a
mother, you leave with the clothes on your back. Everything
you have is rightfully mine, including your name. We can get
that changed, can’t we, Gabriel?”

“Of course, anything for you, love. Fontane, you doing
okay?” Not that I care, but if he was going to expire, I didn’t
want him doing it in front of her. That’s a whole other kind of
hell I don’t want for her.

Victoria wailed from her place on the floor. “Bet you never
saw this side of her, have you, Fontane?”

“I have no words. It’s just... no matter what she’s done,
Gia, we can’t just kick her out on the streets like that. She’s
still a minor....”

“How many times must [ remind you of the age of
majority in this state? Never mind, you won’t have to worry
about that. She has someone who’s more than willing to take
her in.”

The doorbell rang as if on cue. Ah, my guest has arrived.
As planned ahead, Ella was there to answer the door. I didn’t
fancy leaving Gianna alone in a room with her at this juncture,
not while Victoria was spazzing the hell out and Fontane was
looking lost again. The man of the hour stepped into the room,
and chaos ensued. “Hello, Jimmy! Welcome to the party.”
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6)% 1. Russo, nice to finally meet you.” If Jimmy had a
hat, he’d be turning it round and round between

his fingers. He looked totally out of place, but the thief in him
couldn’t keep his eyes from roaming around the room with
excitement. They finally landed on his long-lost daughter, who
was lying on the floor, having a toddler tantrum.

Now here’s the thing about Jimmy. Had he had any
redeeming qualities, I would never have sought him out; why?
Because I’'m a vengeful fuck who thinks people should pay for
the shit they do, especially shit done to women and children. I
make no apologies for this stance, and anyone who doesn’t
agree can pretty much get fucked.

So, when I was doing my little background investigation
on Becky and found this specimen, it was like striking oil. |
want Victoria gone, but I don’t want her going into something
cushy, if you know what I mean. Had Jimmy been a well-off
upstanding citizen, I would’ve kept him out of my plans, but
seeing as he’s a piece of shit, just like his wife and kid, I
opened the door.

Now he stood just inside the doorway to the room, taking
it all in, probably already had everything of value fenced in his
head. Then he caught sight of his daughter, who I’d promised
to find for him. “Vicky? That you? What’re you doing down
there? What is this place? Is this where you ran off to that
night? I guess I can see why.”

“Who are you?”



Jimmy walked over, hands outstretched to greet Fontane.
“This, Felix, is your wife’s husband.” Both men looked at me
like I"d yelled fire or told them Kievan Rus was on the rise
again.

“l don’t understand.” Fontane, I believe, has been brain
dead for the past decade.

“Like I just told you, Becky was never divorced, her
husband went to prison, and she reinvented herself to snag a
rich clown with more money than sense.”

“Rebecca lived here? Vicky...” Victoria’s tears had
automatically dried up as soon as she heard his voice. Now she
just sat there staring with the look of someone in front of a
firing squad. Her eyes widened, and her breathing changed,
and by my count, she moved her lips three times without any
sound, as if finding it hard to speak or even form words. “Say
hello to your dad again, Victoria. Aren’t you happy to see
him? You’re so thirsty for a father to the point of trying to
steal someone else’s I’d think you’d be glad to see yours.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know this
man.” She actually recoiled away from him, putting some
space between them.

“I would’ve said you may have forgotten him since you
were so young when he went up. But didn’t you two catch up
in that diner just the other day? How faulty is that memory of
yours?” She gave me another one of those looks, and just like
the complete psychopath that she is, I could see the wheels
turning in her head.

Now your typical psycho, they don’t give a shit about
anyone or anything. But more than that, they’re master
manipulators who can turn shit to gold unless you catch them
slipping. Or you can match their psychosis tick for tick; I think
I qualify for the latter. I’ll pit my brain against hers any day. I
just looked back at her with a smirk I knew would get under
her skin.

At this point, I had no real interest in Fontane, seeing her
true colors. I wasn’t doing this for him but for Gianna. She
was getting a front-row seat, her head going back and forth



between the players as if this were a tennis match. “Vicky,
aren’t you happy to see daddy, baby? You know, it wasn’t nice
what you did. You didn’t have to run out of the place that way.
I thought something bad happened to you that night. You hear
stories, ya know.”

“If the waitress didn’t tell me she saw you getting in a cab,
I would’ve sat there all night.”

“Get out, get out, get out, get out.” Victoria pounded her
fists against the floor, where she still lay sobbing.

“That’s no way to talk to your dad Victoria, didn’t you
learn anything from hanging around people who are better
than you?” I rubbed salt into her freshly cut wound.

“Who says they’re better than me? Who says?” She wasn’t
doing a very good job of hiding the crazy.

“I do. But not to worry, not by much. At least everyone
you know is just as big a piece of shit as you are, except for
Gianna.” I think she took my smile worst than my smirk.

“He’s lying. I don’t know him.” Cue the rocking back and
forth, classic signs that she was under duress.

In perfect timing, Gianna, who seemed to be finally
catching on, turned to me and said, “she really is crazy, isn’t
she? Poor thing.”

That proved to be the final straw for Victoria. Having the
person she hates most looking down on her was apparently too
much.

“Don’t you talk about me. Dad, this is all lies, believe me.
I don’t know this man. That’s why I ran away from him that
night.”

“Oh really! Fontane, there’s one more thing I wanted you
to hear. This was recorded the night after Becky got arrested,
the day Gianna and I came to visit.” Victoria looked panicked
as she tried to figure out what I could probably have on her
now. | found the required footage from the night after Gianna,
and I left here after I’d been teasing mother and daughter with
talk of Jimmy while Gianna spoke to her dad.



The psychotic duo was having a conversation about
whether or not I really knew Jimmy, giving the clear indication
that she did, in fact, know who he was. Things pretty much
went downhill from there before they got worst once Jimmy
and Fontane got to talking. “I don’t understand; how did
someone like Becky end up married to someone like you?
Where did you two even meet?” He scoffed!

“What do you mean someone like me? Becky and I grew
up in the same neighborhood in the Bronx all our lives. We

even lived there for a bit after we got married straight outta
high school.”

“Out of... That doesn’t make sense; Becky went to
Vassar.”

“Vassar? What’s that? Is that the place where they do all
that space stuff?”” Jimmy should be a comic in his spare time.

“No, it’s one of the leading female universities in the
country.” Jimmy snorted at Fontane’s recitation and got more
comfortable.

“I don’t know what story she’s been telling, but Becky
barely got out the tenth grade. She cleaned up good, though if
that’s her.” He peered at the portrait of Gianna’s mother.

“No, no, that can’t be her, unless she got cut, no way she
got that pretty. Rebecca’s always been a looker but nothing
compared to that. That’s pure class right there. I guess she’s
your mom, huh, on account of you look so much like her.” He
turned his attention to Gianna, who was looking a bit shell-
shocked.

“Don’t you talk about my mother. My mother’s more
beautiful than that bitch any day.” Well, now, that got
Fontane’s attention. Of course, she could crap all over his kid
but say anything against his beloved wife, and he’d go apeshit,
it seems. But he wasn’t talking. I started looking at old Felix
squinty-eyed when I realized that pattern.

I’d almost picked up on it before, but for some reason, it
was glaringly obvious today. He was literally swallowing
everything, taking it all in, and not responding except to ask



very pointed questions. Why is he harvesting information?
Why isn’t he reacting as any rational person would? With
recriminations and accusations. Instead, he seemed to be
inwardly seething while outwardly keeping his cool.

Jimmy went on and on about life with his wife and kid, the
hard times they’d faced, and the need for more that had led
him to a life of crime. I listened while keeping my eye on
Victoria, who was scheming some shit in her head. “So, the
woman I thought was my wife was already married, and
everything she told me was a lie.”

Oh, woe 1s me, you fuck. Before he could start his pity
party and head down the road to butthurt-ville, I decided to
step in. Well, it wasn’t so much that I decided to step in and
more that I’d had enough of the people in the room. The fact
that he was sitting there looking like all this was done to him,
that he was the one betrayed just rubbed me the wrong way,
and weeks of having to hold it in came spewing out in
controlled rage.

“None of that excuses the fact that you failed your own kid
in the worst possible way. You chose filth and that
abomination over there over someone as good as your wife’s
daughter. Remember her? The daughter she left in your care
when she departed this world? Yeah, you don’t get to pawn
this whole thing off on that vile bitch and the rotted fruit of her
corrupted womb. They didn’t owe Gianna shit, but you did.”

“You owed her a life better than the one she had. Shut up!”
I cut him off when he opened his mouth to speak. “If you’re
going to give me some sob story about not knowing what was
going on beneath your nose, then you can go to hell.” I got up
and walked over to him, barely holding onto my anger because
she was in the room. I leaned in close and made sure he saw
into my eyes.

“You failed Adrienne Felix in the worst possible way. You
brought that into her home.” 1 pointed at Victoria, “and she
and her mother terrorized your daughter while living in the lap
of luxury. Have you taken a look at your daughter’s closet
compared to Victoria’s? Have you seen the great disparity
between the way Becky got you to spoil her daughter while



neglecting yours? The woman who killed your wife tormented
your daughter in the house that was left to her by her mother.
You weak son of a bitch.”

I’d said too much and not enough. “Jimmy, take your kid
outta here before she comes up missing. She gets nothing; she
leaves with what she has on. I have men watching the house, if
she takes anything from here, I’ll have her and you arrested. |
don’t think you’d like the added time for violating parole.”
One of the conditions for his early release is if he gets caught
breaking the law, he’d be made to spend out the rest of his
original sentence plus the penalty for whatever crime he
commits behind bars.

“Gianna, come help me, baby.” She got up, and I had to
steady her on her feet before leading her over to the fireplace. I
dragged a chair over and climbed up, removing the portrait
and passing it to her.

“What’re you doing? You can’t take that out of here.”
Fontane jumped to his feet, but I ignored him as I started to
lead her from the room. His words of protest fell on deaf ears
as I took her hand in my free one. “Let’s go.”

“The clock’s ticking Jimmy.”
“She doesn’t wanna come with me. What should I do?”

“Figure 1t out. The owner of the house wants her gone. Or
we could let my people handle it, but then you won’t be
keeping up your end of the bargain.”

When we left without saying goodbye to her dad, Jimmy
was dragging a screaming Victoria up off the floor. “If they’re
not out in five minutes, get them out of there, Tommy.”

“Okay, the boss has been calling. What do you want me to
tell him?”

“Tell him we’re on the way.” It was a bitch getting the
portrait to fit, but we maneuvered, and I drove slowly until we
pulled through the gates of home.

“You’re not talking, you, okay?”



“I'm still processing. Is that really her dad? It seems so
weird. I can’t picture Becky the way he described her. How
did she get the job here if what he says is true? Becky was
always going on about her fancy education, which now that I
think of it sounds more like mom’s life than hers.”

“She forged her credentials, paid someone to be her
reference, and spent weeks watching YouTube videos on how
to scam your way through an interview.”

“You’re lying.”
“Scouts honor.”

“Yeah, but how do you know all this? How did you know
about Jimmy?”

“I just did some digging. Nothing major. All it took was
the internet.” Not really, but that’s all she needs to know about
my nefarious doings.

“Why does it seem like my life is on some kind of spiral
since we met?” That dart hit home hard because she didn’t
know the half of it. Part of my anger towards Felix is because
of what her future holds as far as she and I go. I’ll soon be just
one more in a long line of disappointments for her, but I can’t
help it; nothing I can do.

At least I know that her grandmother will take great care of
her. But she’d have to leave her home and everything she’s
known. My hope is that she moves on without too much
heartache. It’s only been a few weeks; after all, I can’t have
made that much of an impression that it would last beyond a
few months or a year at most.

The thought of how she would move on is still a sore spot,
so I veered away from those thoughts in a hurry. I sat for a
second or two after turning off the engine with my guts in
knots. “Let’s go hang your mother’s portrait.”



GIANNA

&=

“
% hy do I have to put these on again?”

“They’re made of sheepskin; they’ll protect
your hands, especially your knuckles, from bruising. Just trust
us.” I was the one to ask for this, but now that we’re here, I'm
getting nervous.

“Okay, let’s go.” It’s best I do it now while I’ve got the
nerve anyway.

After hanging my mother’s portrait temporarily in the
room, I now occupied at the Russo mansion; I felt like my
head would explode with anger after everything that has
transpired these last few weeks. Listening to that Jimmy
person had opened my eyes to more of the truth of what really
happened when I was too young to understand.

From what I gathered, Becky had targeted my mother
somehow. Jimmy didn’t know exactly, but I doubt even he
knew that I was reading between the lines of all he said and
drew my own conclusions. Somehow knowing that made my
anger towards Becky burn brighter than before, and it was the
last straw for me.

Throughout this whole ordeal, I never gave much thought
to anything beyond learning the truth. But now that it was all
out, I can’t seem to settle my mind. My poor mother didn’t
deserve to fall victim to the greed of someone else. The fact
that this viper married my dad, slept in my mother’s bed all
these years, and made my life a living hell while my mother’s
blood was on her hand seems to have sent me over the edge.



“Remember, don’t get even a scratch, or Gabe will have
ten kinds of fits, and we don’t want that.”

“I know, I know, you’ve both told me a hundred times.
Stop worrying. With all the stuff you had me wear, I doubt
even a sword could get close enough to cut.” I said it jokingly,
but it wasn’t that far from the truth. They were acting like I
was going off to war.

I pulled the ski mask, which I thought was overkill, down
over my face and got out of the car. “We’ll be right outside,
leave the door open a crack if you can.” I nodded and walked
towards the motel room door on shaking knees. I took a deep
breath and calmed my breathing before knocking. I knew 1
only had a short window of time in which to act, so as soon as
the door was flung open, I pounced.

“Who the hell...?” That was as far as Becky got before I
hit her with the stun gun. Her body flopped around for a
second in such a way that [ was stunned at first. Having never
seen anyone stunned like that in real life, it looked nothing like
I expected. I snapped out of it long enough to move in and tie
the cloth I’d brought with me around her mouth to muffle her
screams before I started wailing away on her, first with my
fists, and when they started to burn, I changed to the sock full
of coins.

I think I lost count or track of how many times I swung,
and because she was muzzled, her screams came out as little
more than squeaks, so there was no real way of telling how
much damage was being done. I only stopped when my hands
grew tired and looked down at my handiwork. She was a mess.
Because the twins had warned me not to speak, so she didn’t
recognize my voice, I wanted to yell at her that it was me, that
this was just the beginning of what I planned to do to her for
what she’d done, but I had to satisfy myself with seeing her
bloody and broken. I hope you die!

I left pretty much the way I came, and we headed back to
the car. I had an adrenaline rush that ramped up the more I
thought of what else I should’ve done to the witch while I had
the chance, but I couldn’t be gone too long. Gabriel was under
the impression that I’d gone out for ice cream.



He’d insisted on getting it himself the way he has been
every night since the first time; even when we were on
holiday, he did the same, which is beyond sweet. I’d had to do
a lot of fast-talking, and the twins convinced him that we were
going to talk about our upcoming trip and would be discussing
things he had no interest in.

To further convince him, I’d asked him to look online for
new luggage for me. Knowing him and how meticulous he is
about stuff like that, especially when it’s for me, I was sure it
would take him a while. I’d done this for another reason as
well. I know from binge-watching cop shows in the past that
his time online could be traced. I'm pretty sure that Becky
would try to blame him for this, so this was my way of
protecting him from suspicion if and when she called the
police.

“Where are we going?” 1 was suddenly nervous when
Anna took the turnoff going in the opposite direction to home.

“We have to go to the ice cream parlor, or no one would
believe we went there.”

“But...”

“You don’t know my brother.” That’s all she said, and |
kept my mouth shut.

Of course, the line was long, and I about peed myself
waiting to order before we could leave. We pulled through the
gates to see flashing lights, and my heart almost dropped to
my knees.

“Stay calm; we expected this remember. No doubt she sent
them after Gabe.” That’s what I was worried about. I don’t
want there to be the slightest chance that he could pay for
something I did.

I was out of the car before it came to a full stop. Gabriel
and his dad were standing on the steps talking to the two
officers, and I could already tell from the look on their faces
that it was not going well. When Gabriel saw me, I saw him
visibly relax as he ran his eyes all over me from head to toe as



if looking for signs that I was hurt. Damn, there’s no way he
can know already, is there?

“As I told you before, my son never left the house.”

“We have no way of knowing that, Mr. Russo; we’re just
doing our jobs.” He sounded nervous. The two cops barely
paid attention to the twins and I once they noticed our arrival,
but it was obvious they had Gabriel in their sights.

“What’s going on?” My voice trembled slightly as I went
to Gabriel’s side, where he’d beckoned me.

“It’s nothing. Did you get your ice cream?” His words
were directed at me, but his gaze was on his sisters.

“Come back with a warrant; then we’ll talk.” Pop
continued talking to the cops.

“That’s not necessary; I can show the officers where I’ve
been online for the past hour and a half. I just placed an order;
the receipt’s in my emails.”

“That would be enough; thank you so much.” I felt sick in
my gut when Gabriel reached for his phone. The guilt was
overwhelming; here, he was being treated like a criminal when
the one responsible didn’t even warrant a second glance from
the cops. The cops seemed satisfied for now and even
apologized for disrupting the evening. My guilt only went up a
notch when Pop promised to have a word with the
commissioner. [ hope I didn’t just get these two fired.

We headed inside together, and the only ones who seemed
unaffected were the twins. “Rosa, Anna, let me see you for a
minute.” It was then Pop seemed to catch on and, with a shake
of his head, went off in the opposite direction while the four of
us headed upstairs. “Wait for me in my room.” He didn’t even
look at me. Maybe I shouldn’t have got his sisters involved,
but it wasn’t a well-thought-out attack. The idea just came to
me, and before you know it, the twins were planning the whole
thing, almost as if they’d been waiting for just this moment.

I looked after them as they headed down the hallway to the
girls’ room before entering Gabriel’s, where Thor was waiting
for me, yapping away joyfully as soon as he saw me. I had yet



to come down from my high after beating the heck out of
Becky, but now my tummy was tied up in knots worrying
about what Gabriel was going to do.

I

GABRIEL

“How DARE You?”
“What?”

“Anna, don’t play with me. What the hell were you
thinking?”’

“So, you know.” I just gave Rosa a look, which seemed to
be all that was needed for the two of them to drop the act.

“Are you two crazy? Didn’t I tell you to watch over her? In
what universe is taking her there taking care of her?”

“She was fine. We stood outside the door the whole time;
nothing happened to her, we promise.”

“That’s not the point. The point is you should never have
taken her there. I would’ve taken care of it myself.”

“You’re not the one who lost a mother to that bitch.”

Her words brought me up short. She’s right; how could I
have overlooked that one pertinent point? Me, the one who’s
lived his whole life plotting revenge, should understand more
than anyone how she must feel. But I don’t want her hurt,
don’t want her anywhere near this shit. It’s double thinking, I
know, but I can’t see it any other way. I have plans for Becky;
she’s already on the hook for the counterfeit money and the
grand larceny for selling the car. As to the murder, Pop and I
have someone working on it as we speak, so there was nothing
for Gianna to do.

“I had it under control; there was no reason....”



“No reason? Imagine this was mom; what would you do?”
Another zinger.

“It doesn’t matter what you say; you should not have taken
Gianna into danger.”

“Well, Gianna wasn’t in any danger, and Gianna, wanted to
do this, and we supported her because we agreed with what
she wanted. You always taught us....”

“I know what I taught you, Anna.” But it wasn’t for you to
use against me, brat.

“Fine, I’ll think of a fitting punishment for you two.”
“We accept, don’t we, sis?”

“Yep, bring it on. But whatever you do, don’t tell Lance.
Oh, come on, Gabe.” They rushed me when all I did was
smile. I hadn’t thought of it, but that’s a great idea. One of his
lectures goes a long way to making them feel three years old,
which to them is tantamount to destroying their favorite
Hermes bag. “I make no promises.”

I walked back to my room feeling less stressed than I had
when the cops first showed up at the door. Not for me, but
because I knew right away that it was her. I found it strange
when she asked me to find her luggage like she hadn’t already
shown me what she wanted. She tried playing it off as getting
me to pay the thousands of dollars it cost, but I knew even that
was a lie.

I didn’t quite put her little game together until the cops
showed up, and since she’s not as sneaky as the twins, I put
two and two together and figured they were the masterminds.
Until she came back safe and whole, I don’t think I breathed
once. Even when the cops were trying to pin it on me, I didn’t
worry because Pop was in their ass; he has a thing against
authority.

All T cared about was where she was and if she’d been
hurt. That quick once over I gave her outside is not enough to
satisfy, and I found myself racing to get back to her now that
I’d dealt with the twins. She was sitting on the bed with the



mutt in her lap. I guess she’d forgotten her prop because it was
currently melting on my desk.

“Didn’t you say you wanted ice cream?” I picked it up and
carried it to her. She watched me as if gauging my mood,
which she’s not good enough to do that yet; I doubt anyone
ever has or could. “Here.”

“Th...thank you.”
“So, how much damage did you do?”
“They told you?”

“They didn’t need to; I’m not stupid. So tell me, are you
satisfied?”

“I guess. Are you mad?”

“No!”

“You look mad.”

“Do 1?7

“Not really, but your voice sounds...off.”
“It must be from being lied to.”

“I couldn’t tell you, but I needed to do this.”

“No need to explain.” How could I berate her when I, too,
knew the feeling of wanting to hurt the one who hurt someone
I love?

“Don’t be mad at me okay, I can’t explain it; it’s just
something I had to do. If I could’ve done worse, I would’ve,
but it wasn’t well planned out, not enough time.” She tried to
look forlorn, but it was hard to disguise the pride in her voice.
I was actually proud of her myself, surprised but proud
nonetheless.

“Eat your ice cream before the mutt beats you to it.” From
warrior to toddler, she licked the sweet and sensing the danger
from me was over; she went on to tell me in great detail how
she and her partners in crime had carried out their sneak
attack. I tried not to laugh because even though I told her I



wasn’t mad, I didn’t want her thinking she could get away
with this crap again.

Now onto the fact that that wench had the nerve to send
the cops to my door. How should I make her pay for that? “I’ll
be right back.”

“Where’re you going?”

“I have to see Pop for a minute.” I have to expound on
Becky’s misery since you gave me this opportunity. I think
having no place to stay in town while not being able to leave
the jurisdiction is a good place to start.



GABRIEL

&=

“
6&) hat kind of big brother are you?”

“Well, hello to you t...wait a minute, big
brother. What happened to the twins? Did something happen
to them?”

“It’s not what happened to them but what they did.”

“What did they do this time?” He came further into the
room and plopped down on the divan in my sitting room.

“They took Gianna to confront Becky, no scratch that, they
took her to fight her.”

“Come again.”

“Yep!”

“Was Gia hurt?”

“No, thankfully, she wasn’t.”

“Good, I hope she broke her fucking neck.”

“Lance!” I looked away from my laptop long enough to
glare at him. “Not the response 1 was expecting. She could’ve
been hurt.”

“But she wasn’t right.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Let me ask you a question. Were the twins with her?”
“Yes, of course.”

“Do you think they’d let anything happen to her?”



“Of course not.”

“Then what’s the problem? The way I see it, you and I
would’ve done the same thing. She tormented the girl her
whole life. You and I both know that if we were in that
situation, we’d want to get some of our own back.”

“Still, they shouldn’t have taken her there.”
“Well, it’s done, and she’s fine; stop moping.”

“Why don’t you go harass Pop and leave me alone to
finish what I’m doing here?”

“Fine, you’re no fun when you’re being a bear anyway.” |
watched him leave, not believing his laid-back happy
acceptance one bit. His overprotective ass isn’t that easygoing
when it comes to the girls.

I pulled up the gym on my laptop, where the girls were
gathered doing who knows what. Just as I expected, he busted
into the room. “What’re you two playing at?”

“What? What is it that you think we’ve done now?”
“Did you take Gia to fight someone?”
“He told you? He promised not to.”

“I doubt it. Your brother doesn’t lie, so if he’d promised,
there’s no way he would’ve told me.”

“Fine, he didn’t promise, but we told him not to....”

“You told him not to what, Anna? You knew he was going
to be upset by this? How did you two know where Becky was
anyway?”

“Tommy, of course.”

“Tommy? Why would he tell you that? How’d you get it
out of him?”

“Unlike you and our brother dearest, we as females have
certain, shall we say, ammunition you don’t.”

“And what’s that, Rosa?”

On the screen, the twins pouted and batted their lashes
before breaking into peels of laughter, while Gianna looked



horrified even though she, too, found it funny. “Oh, look at
this, Lance, we need your opinion.”

“What is it?” He started backing away with a look of
suspicion on his face.

“It’s one of our dress choices for the ball.”
“Oh hell no, I’m outta here. I’ll see it when you wear it.”

“Oh, come on, you know how much we value your input.”
Lancelot just rolled his eyes and turned to leave with one last
parting shot. “If you two pull another stunt, you know what
you’re gonna get. I’'m tired of telling you two to behave.
Sixteen is not an adult. Remember that.”

He didn’t see them poke their tongues out behind his back
as he left, and I switched the screen, not wanting to eavesdrop
any further though maybe I should. So that’s what she’s been
up to, keeping me occupied with hours of talk about ball
gowns and heels while the three of them were plotting
mayhem. Slick!

I guess Lancelot thinks that’s why I called him over here.
Good, he can keep Pop occupied while I make a quick run.
Uncle Garrett had come through for me once again, but with
the new restrictions at the hospital, I had a very slim window. I
turned off my laptop and headed down to the gym to get her.

“Gianna, let’s go for a ride.” The three of them looked sus
as hell, but she got up from the floor where they were having
their little meeting and followed me from the room.

“Where’re you going? Can we come?”

“No!” I took Gianna’s hand and led her down the stairs and
out the door to the waiting car.

“Are you still mad?”

“About what?” I strapped her in and walked around to the
driver’s side. Am [ mad? I’m not sure what I am? The knots in
my gut were still trying to untie themselves. If I wasn’t
preoccupied with trying to find out what was going on with
Becky, I’d probably have spent the last few hours worrying.



“I’'m guessing since Becky sent the cops to my place that
she doesn’t know it was you who beat her up.”

“Im sorry about that. I didn’t think that far ahead. I
should’ve guessed that she’d think it was you. Though how
could she? You’re much taller than [ am.”

I didn’t bother to answer. I’m sure the twins had thought of
it, but because they’re sure Pop would protect me, they didn’t
see it as a problem. I wasn’t about to tell her that though, no
need to give her any ideas. The more guilt she feels, the better.
“Don’t you want her to know it was you?” She looked at me in
shock.

“It’s a yes or no question.”
“Sure, I’d love for her to know.”

“Good, I’'m going to give you the chance.” I may not be
happy with the way she went about things, but it’s already
been done, so why stop now? We rode the rest of the way in
silence until we pulled into the hospital parking lot.

I’d learned in the last hour that Becky had written my
name on a piece of paper for the cops because her jaw had
been wired shut. She wasn’t the one to call them either, but
other guests at the motel had found her crawling on her hands
and knees in the parking lot and called an ambulance. It was
the hospital who’d called it in because a crime had been
committed, and by law, they had to.

“Let’s go.” I didn’t warn her of the damage she’d done;
she’d see soon enough. Hopefully, it will be enough for her
bloodthirsty ass. My uncle had left instructions with the front
desk, and we were ushered into her room minutes after we
arrived and got suited up with goggles and gloves along with
masks and gowns.

“Geez, Gianna, what the hell did you hit her with?” Becky
was asleep when we walked in but stirred at my voice. She
was wrecked. As soon as she recognized us, she started
making noises and reached for the buzzer, but I got there first.
“Not so fast; Gianna has something to say to you.”



More mumbling, but the hate in her eyes was plain to see
when she looked at us.

“Hello Becky, how are you? You don’t look so good.”
Becky grunted and tried to move when Gianna got close, but
the pain proved to be too much for her. She was bandaged
from head to toe; it looked like, almost mummified.

“Are you asking what I’'m doing here? I’ll tell you. It was
me who put you here. Call it even for all those trips down the
stairs. Oh, I also wanted to tell you not to worry about
Victoria, her dad came to get her. She should be in New York
by now, right Gabriel?”

“I think so, yes.” Becky reached for the pen and paper next
to her bed and wrote furiously.

“What did you do to my daughter?”

“Nothing yet. Though I plan to pay her a visit next time
we’re in the city. I plan to do worst to her because I’ll have
more time. Maybe I’ll poison her the way you did, mom. What
do you think? It’s only fair, right. Becky tried sitting up, but
Gianna pushed her back down. I’ve never seen her pissed
before, not really.

Her face didn’t really give anything away, but the way she
gritted her jaw and the look in her eyes told it all. I guess she
was wishing she’d done more. “Maybe I should just finish you
off now.” Becky’s eyes widened in fear, and she looked at me
for help.

“Come here, Gianna.” Like hell, I’d let her walk down that
path.

“I’'m thirsty; I think I saw a vending machine downstairs;
why don’t you get us both something to drink?” She gave me a
suspicious look but left to do my bidding after one last vicious
look in Becky’s direction. I waited for the door to close behind
her before taking one of the visitor’s chairs and dragging it
closer to the bed.

“You sent the cops to my home. That was your move; now
I’ll make mine. When you leave here, you won’t be allowed
back at the motel. All of your cards have been canceled, and



your account is overdrawn. Felix now knows that he’s not your
husband, so don’t expect to get any help from him, and before
you forget, you’re not allowed to leave the state. There’s a
homeless city a couple hours away from here, but you’ll have
to walk. The car is gone. If you fuck with me or mine again,
I’ll do worse.”

I got up and left because her grunts were indecipherable. I
met Gianna on her way back and just took her hand and led
her away. “Now, let’s really go for that ride.”

>

FELIX

I pon’T kNOwW how long I sat there staring at the bare space
where my wife’s portrait once hung. Victoria had left a while
ago, kicking and screaming because the men outside, who I
have yet to see, had taken the stuff she’d tried taking with her.
She’d begged and pleaded with me to let her stay, and though
my heart ached a little for the girl, I thought she was, but
knowing what I know now, I couldn’t find it in me to care.

My head was a jumble of thoughts and mixed emotions.
It’s not easy accepting how much of a failure I’d been, not
only to my child but to my wife, who I’d promised to take care
of her. I tried once again to recall when everything had
changed. When had I started neglecting Gia? And why? It has
to be more than just Becky’s words, surely.

But I couldn’t pinpoint a particular time or occurrence; it
all seems to have just happened. It feels like one hit after
another with no letup. First, learning that my wife had been
murdered, and now the fact that I wasn’t even married to the
monster who’d invaded our lives.

I want so badly to blame Becky for it all, but I'm afraid
that would be a lie, and even so, I’d already lost my daughter.
I’ve thrown up so much that there’s nothing left. The drink I’d



poured myself sat untouched next to me; I didn’t have enough
strength to raise the glass to my lips. But I needed to escape,
oh how I wish I could. I'm afraid no amount of liquor 1s going
to give me courage.

Beneath the sadness and sorrow laid a burning rage that I
knew, once released, would have serious repercussions. | want
to hurt someone, but who do I hurt when I’m the one most at
fault? And how do I face myself in the mirror after this, let
alone look at Gia ever again? She must hate me, didn’t she say
I’d lost her already? What a mess, what a horrible mess.

I’ve really made a mess of things this time, and though I
knew there was no point in me sitting here feeling sorry for
myself, I can’t seem to dredge up the energy for anything else.
The longer I sat there replaying the last decade in my head, the
more the hate grew. It wasn’t long before a thought started
forming in my head. It won’t change what’s already been
done, but it sure as hell would fix some of what I’d done
wrong.

The more I thought of it, the more alive I felt. For the first
time in, I don’t know how long I had a purpose, something to
look forward to. And even though my body cried out for rest
and my mind threatened to shut down, I left my seat and
headed upstairs to my home office. It’s late, but I can get the
ball rolling starting now.

Yes, this 1s the best thing I can do for my daughter, the
child I’d failed so abominably. My only purpose now before I
leave this world 1s to make sure that she’s okay, that the ones
who hurt her and made to pay for what they’d done. So what if
the whole world learns that I’d been made a fool of? It doesn’t
matter. It’s the only thing that will satisfy me. I sat down in
front of the computer and got to work. “Forgive me,
Adrienne!”



VICTORIA

&=

“
% hat 1s this? Turn it off; I don’t want to see 1t.” This
had to be another one of Gabe Russo’s sick

twisted jokes.

“I’m sorry, Miss, but I’'m afraid that’s not possible. If there
is nothing else.” The stewardess bitch walked away like a
drone leaving me seated next to this ass who kept going on
and on about how he was going to make it up to me for being
gone as if [ care.

My body still shook with anger and humiliation at the way
I’d been treated, but the kernel of fear I feel in my gut stems
from the fact that my money was gone. After Gabe and Gia
left, I held onto that one thing, knowing that no matter what, at
least I had my little nest egg. It was more than a few thousand
dollars and more than enough to get me started over
somewhere until I got back in the game.

I’d learned from Becky that with money, you can do
anything, no matter how bad everything else might be; with
money in my pocket, I always stand a chance. I bet it was that
bitch Ella who seemed to have just disappeared into thin air. If
that wasn’t bad enough, those thugs the Russos had hanging
around outside had literally dragged the bags I'd hurriedly
packed off my shoulders and kept them. I could’ve sold some
of those designer clothes and made good money.

But I wasn’t allowed to keep anything, nothing but the
house clothes I was wearing, which was nothing more than an
old pair of leggings, an oversized tee-shirt, and a pair of ratty
old slippers. To add insult to injury, I couldn’t even enjoy my



first ride on a private plane because the large screen in front of
me was playing a repeat of Gia’s new life. Gia’s dance, Gia
having fun on some island, Gia smiling, laughing, playing...
the sound was turned up so that even if I went out onto the
damn wing, I’d still hear it.

I covered my ears to block out the sound; not only of that,
but Jimmy’s voice was starting to grate on my nerves. “Shut
up, just shut the hell up. As soon as this plane lands, I'm
getting as far away from you as possible.”

“Why are you acting like this? You used to love your old
dad. Did that bitch turn you against me so she could live her
fancy life? What all did she tell you?”

He recoiled from my glare and maybe the look of intent on
my face. The only thing keeping me from lashing out at him is
the fact that I have no idea where this is going, and this piece
of shit might be the only thing standing between me and
homelessness. Still, I found it almost impossible to keep my
feelings bottled up inside a minute longer. It’s his job any
damn way, seeing as how someone else has been raising his
child for the past decade while he rotted in jail. So, I decided
to release some of the anger that was about to choke me.

“Stop bringing up the stupid past like it was some great big
deal. Do you know what I remember about the past? Living in
a dump, eating soup out of those paper cups from the dollar
store and rags.”

“But, it wasn’t all bad; we had some good days. Plenty of
people grow up poor and....”

“It doesn’t matter what happened in the past; I don’t want
to be around you. Can you give me the life I want? The one
you just destroyed? Why didn’t you stay away anyway? Who
asked you to come back? I hate you; I hate you, I ha...ouch,
you bastard.” I covered my cheek where he’d slapped me and
stared in disbelief.

“You’re not gonna talk to me like that. Now stop acting
crazy. I didn’t mean to hit you that hard. I remember when you
were little, you’d have these fits, and the only way to get you



to stop was a little tap. It always seemed to shake you out of
whatever was bothering you at the time.”

“You fucking hit me.” At least he had the decency to look
contrite, but still. No one has hit me in a long time—that, more
than anything, brought home the fact that my life had changed.
I felt sick and wrestled the seatbelt off to rush to the bathroom
in the back of the plane. The first thing I saw when I pushed
through the door was a picture of Gabe and Gia on this very
plane.

I didn’t see anything more as | started throwing up my
guts. When there was nothing left, I broke down in tears as the
severity of the situation set in. He must’ve known this was
going to happen. Why else would his family’s private plane be
decked out like this? The huge picture was innocent enough,
just Gia with her head on his shoulder as she slept.

From the angle, it was obvious someone had stood over
them to take it. It wasn’t even that good, but the fact that she
rested on him while he looked down at her with such a look of
adoration couldn’t be missed. I didn’t have the strength or
energy to tear it off the wall and smash it into a million pieces,
so I just sat there on the cold floor of the bathroom, feeling
sorry for myself as tears poured from my eyes.

I pounded my fist on the floor, feeling defeated for the first
time since mom and I had taken over Gia’s life. Mom had
always been there to pick up the pieces, always the one to get
us back on track whenever things got derailed. But now I don’t
even know where she is. Maybe I should’ve answered when
she tried calling me after Felix kicked her out.

But at the time, I thought I should stick close to Felix; I
didn’t want to go down on the sinking ship with her, now I’ve
been cast out just like she’d been, right back where I’d started,
with that deadbeat out there. I can’t believe I’d ever missed
him as a kid, had found it hard to let go of the memory of him.
It just goes to show how stupid kids are because right now, I’d
prefer that he never existed.

It sounded like someone turned a speaker on in the
bathroom, and soon the same sounds that had chased me in



here followed. The screams started in my head and made their
way past my lips, and before I knew it, the sound was
reverberating around the small bathroom. Someone knocked
on the door, then it was being forced open, and I kept on
screaming. Screaming felt good, like if 1 screamed long
enough, this nightmare would end, and life would go back to
normal.

I felt arms lifting me up from the floor, and when I
struggled, another pair appeared, and I was being carried,
dragged, between two of them.

“What’s wrong with her? Why is she acting like that?”
Jimmy asked the stewardess, who strapped me back into my

seat with the help of the silent guy who’d been there when we
boarded.

“Sir, your daughter seems to be having a mental
breakdown. Not to worry, we’ve been instructed to have
someone meet us at landing to take care of her.” I heard that
little exchange, but it didn’t register right away.

Jimmy kept talking as if he didn’t realize that he was the
problem. That him being here was part of the reason my life
was falling apart. The stewardess seemed to have a smirk on
her face to me; that’s why I refused the juice she offered and
knocked it from her hand instead. “Get away from me bitch.”
Her passive voice when she replied that it was okay when
Jimmy tried to intervene only made me look crazy. But I
couldn’t help what was happening right now; I felt so trapped.

It seemed like no time at all had passed before the pilot
announced we were landing, and by then, my screams had
turned to grunts and groans. I wanted off this plane yesterday.
How horrible that my first luxury flight had been plagued with
memories of those two, and why am I even thinking about that
now? I should be focusing on getting out of this mess.

Gabe had pretty much screwed me out of a dad and home
with his little stunt, bringing Jimmy to the house. But even if
he hadn’t, the fact that Gia now knew the house was hers I'm
almost certain meant my days there were already numbered. |



have no idea where my mother is and no way of contacting her
since her phone seems to be turned off.

If they’d let me stay, I’'m sure I would’ve found someone
to take me 1n for a little while, but now I’'m hundreds of miles
away with no way of getting back. I was dry heaving by the
time the plane came to a stop on the tarmac. The stewardess’
strange words made sense when the door slid open, and two
people got on to escort me.

“Where are they gonna take her.”

“Not to worry, sir, you can follow in the car we have
waiting for you.” What? What’s going on?

“Who are you? Where are you taking me?” They were
more like carrying me than helping, each of them holding an
arm as they walked me off the plane and down the steps to
what looked like an ambulance.

Jimmy started to follow, but someone else intercepted him
and led him to a waiting car. I started to yell at the two who
were trying to drag me into the back of the ambulance until |
felt a prick in my arm. My limbs grew weak, and my head
light as whatever drug they’d injected in my arm took rapid
effect.

Gia, this 1s your fault. I'm going to kill you if it’s the last
thing I do. I kept repeating that over and over in my head until
the drug took over completely, and my thoughts flew away.

>

DRACO

“Do you know what he did? He’s worse than fucking you.” |
sat behind my desk as my little brother, the doctor, lectured me
on my parenting because his precious nephew had done some
inhumane shit to that Becky person.



“No, tell me, what did he do?”’

“Okay, when he first asked me about letting him in to see
her because she’s Gia’s stepmother, I didn’t think much of it,
though I did have a look at her records.”

“Okay, and?”

“And? When I looked at those same records a day later,
there was an added notation that hadn’t been there before. Do
you wanna know what it said? It said she’s an addict. Do you
know what that means?”

“You’re the one who went to med school. Why the hell are
you asking me?”

“It means that she won’t be given a viable prescription for
pain meds. You know they’ve cracked down on that stuff
lately.”

“No, I didn’t know.”
“If that’s not bad enough, do you know what else he did?”
“No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“He had her released to her supposed personal driver.
Guess who her driver was.”

“What did you do? Follow this woman around the
hospital? I thought she wasn’t your patient. Didn’t you have
anything better to do?” He still gives me that same
disappointed look from when we were kids, and it had the
same effect now as it had then, none at all. “Okay, tell me who
her driver was.”

“Tommy, that’s who.”
“My Tommy?”
“Yes, you know any other?”

“Well, I guess you don’t have to worry about pain meds
then....”

“Draco, this 1s serious.”

“Never said it wasn’t.”



“If you laugh, I swear, I’'ll tell Ma about the time you
broke her vase and glued it back together.”

“Bitch ass, I was ten.”
“Doesn’t matter; she still doesn’t know.”

“Fine, I won’t laugh, but what do you want me to do?”” He
started pacing back and forth again, giving me agita.

“Talk to him.”
“Why don’t you talk to him yourself?”” Like, I don’t know.

“You know why. Because I’'m the fun uncle who lets him
slide, and you’re the annoying parent who doles out
punishments.”

“He’s fricking eighteen, not ten. You think he’s still falling
for that mess? How much did either of us listen to Pop at
eighteen?” He dropped down in the chair across from me,
“seriously, Draco, the kid is a menace. I think we spoiled him
too much. Come to think of it; he’s more like Pop, don’t you
think?” I didn’t even bother answering him, just let him work
it out on his own like he always does.

After another ten minutes of his rambling and
complaining, he got up and left. I guess my finding humor in
Gabe terrorizing ‘that poor woman’ was too much for his
Hippocratic oath-taking ass.

Once he left, the mask fell back into place. I couldn’t very
well let him know that my kid scares the shit out of me; he’d
really be spooked then. I already learned from Lancelot what
really went down, though I could’ve guessed from the way the
girls acted when they showed up to find the cops on our front
steps.

He’s busy worrying about Gabe, and his nieces are mini
thugs. 1 haven’t confronted them yet because 1 have no idea
what to say to them. They just got into trouble for fighting in
the damn parking lot, but that didn’t seem to do much good
since they’re pulling drive-bys now.

I’m amazed at Gia though, I didn’t think she had it in her,
but from the sounds of it, my kids had turned her into them in



a matter of weeks. I can’t fault the cops for coming to my
door, though I can blame Becky for sending them here. But it
looks like Gabe had taken care of that. I’'m pretty sure that’s
why he’d gone nuclear on her.

If my brother only knew that the one thing I cared about
right now was that once my son was done filleting this
woman, he might set his sights on something much bigger and
much worse, he’d have had a fit. Garrett tends to act as if he
didn’t grow up in this family, that he doesn’t know the deal,
when the truth is, he and I have done worse in our day, but
that’s another story.

I picked up the phone at my elbow and rang the
guesthouse. “Tommy, get over here.” I tapped my fingers
against the desk as [ waited.

“You wanted to see me, boss?”’

“Where’d you take her?”

“Take who, boss?” I gave him a look to jog his memory.
“You remember where the car got burned?”

“Geez, Tommy!”

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea.”

“I’'m still here, Tommy; my son hasn’t taken over yet.
Since when do you do shit like this without telling me about it
first?”

“Eighteen boss remember?”

“The old man went through the same with you.” He
mumbled that part.

“What was that?”
“Nothing.”
“What kinda condition was she in?”’

“Bad, she’s gonna have to crawl outta there the state she’s
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n.

“Did he give you any other instructions?”



“Just to make sure she didn’t starve, but since her jaw’s
been wired shut, she won’t be able to eat any of the food he
sent along with her.” Whoa, Gabe, that’s harsh.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, I’'m supposed to check back in two days; if she’s
still there, I’'m supposed to take her to the homeless place
downtown.”

“Why didn’t he just send her there in the first place?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, boss. But if you ask me, I
think he’s trying to teach her a lesson.” Some lesson. She
might deserve it, but the boy has no give in him; that can be a
very dangerous thing, depending on how you look at it.

“Okay, Tommy, you may go.” Gabe, Gabe, Gabe, my son.
If the boy had a treacherous bone in his body, I’d be looking
over my shoulder. It isn’t lost on me, the fact that my people
look up to him and trust him the way they do me. He’s smart
enough to outmaneuver a hard ass like Tommy while keeping
him blind to what he’s really doing. A lesson? Nah, he’s
pushing her off a cliff without lifting a finger, and I don’t think
she’s his target.



VICTORIA

&=

“
% hat’s this place?” I squinted my eyes against the
brightness of the room that seemed to reflect the

sunlight no matter where I looked. There was a weird taste in
my mouth, and my head felt like it was stuffed with cotton
balls. I looked over at the two people in the room who didn’t
seem to have heard me and realized that I’d said the words
internally and not out loud.

When I did try to speak, my lips seemed weirdly stuck
together. I was in that strange place between sleep and wake,
just before the fog lifts completely, and it took a few tries to
clear my head before reality dawned. The last thing I
remember was getting off the plane, but I have no idea how
long ago that was or what the hell happened between then and
NOw.

The events leading up to the plane ride came back in bits
and spurts, and I cleared my throat to speak again. “Where’s
Jimmy?” The two people in the room didn’t answer, just kept
staring at me without saying or doing anything. I started to
think they were mannequins before one of them blinked. What
the hell?

“What? Who are you?” I tried moving, and that’s when
true panic set in. My arms and legs were chained to the bed
beneath me. What the hell? I felt real fear for the first time as |
struggled to free myself. Pulling against the chains only made
them cut into my flesh but did nothing to help release me, and
the chains were done in such a way that I could hardly move at
all, which only made the panic and fear intensified.



“Where am [?” Why aren’t they answering me? I know
they heard me because their eyes looked in my direction each
time I spoke, but they were acting like I wasn’t even in the
room. Then they started whispering to each other while
looking at me, and the fear made my tummy hurt.

I tried looking around the room to gauge my surroundings,
but it was too bright, and I couldn’t make out anything other
than the two people whom 1’d never seen before. I don’t think
I’ve ever felt real fear before that moment. It’s hard to explain.
There were no outward signs of danger, just a sense that [ was
at the mercy of someone else. That’s the thought that kept
playing through my mind as seconds ticked by.

There were no sounds in the room or beyond, nothing to
tell me what kind of place this was. I gather it’s some kind of
hospital because of the medical smocks the room’s two
occupants wore, but there was nothing else to go on. No
machines that beeped, not even that sick hospital smell you
associate with those places. And the brightness of the room
made it almost impossible to keep my eyes open for any length
of time.

I kept closing and opening them until my vision adjusted
somewhat, but it was painful, to say the least. Once my sight
cleared up, it was obvious that what I thought was sunlight
was actually fluorescent lighting that painted the room in a too
bright glow. How the hell did they get the walls so white?

Whatever drug I’d been given was starting to wear off, but
my body still felt odd, heavy, and weighed down. I had a
feeling I knew where I was, but it was too farfetched to
believe. Why would Jimmy let them bring me here, and where
the hell is he? I threw out more questions, anything that came
to mind, and still, the two of them acted as if they couldn’t
hear me.

I felt even more afraid when they just stood up a few
minutes later and left the room without a word. I didn’t know
what to think, how to feel, other than fear. The only thing
keeping me from losing it completely is the fact that Jimmy
knows I’'m here, so whatever this was, I won’t be left here to
rot. But where exactly is here?



I needed to use the bathroom in the worst way and
screamed out as much, but no one came. I laid there for what
felt like hours, screaming until my throat grew raw, and still no
one entered the room. I couldn’t hold it any longer and ended
up soiling myself, which made the whole experience that
much more horrifying. What was even scarier was all the time;
I had to think, to second guess, and to worry.

My thoughts kept jumping from one extreme to the next,
each one worse than the last. They ran the gamut from anger to
fear and back again until I finally felt defeated. A part of me
was sure this wasn’t real. Things like this only happen in the
movies, right. There’s no way anyone could get away with
locking me away somewhere; it’s just not possible.

“Where am 1?7 You can’t keep me here.” The chains cut
into my hands when 1 struggled until I’'m sure they drew
blood, but still, no one came. I kept at it until I grew tired to
the point of exhaustion then passed out again from sheer
frustration and terror. I’'m not sure how long I was out this
time because when I awoke, the room still looked the same. 1
looked around as much as my position allowed but saw
nothing.

There was nothing but the empty room with that strange
light that reflected off the walls. I tried listening for anything,
but there was no sound other than the rapid pace of my
breathing. A psych ward, I’'m pretty sure that’s where I was,
and the thought filled me with so much fear I almost passed
out again.

I fought to stay awake this time and tried to make sense of
what was going on around me. I waited for the two strangers
to return, but they didn’t; no one came. From what little I
could see, there were no windows in the room. I was in a box,
it felt like. I had to fight to keep the moans that tickled my
throat from escaping my lungs, but there was nothing to stop
the tears that fell.

I couldn’t even hold onto my anger for any length of time
because the fear was too real, too prevalent. The not knowing
was almost too much to bear, and all I kept wondering was
how my life had come to this. I wanted to be angry, to do what



I always do when I feel threatened in some way, but I couldn’t
even dredge up enough anger to hold onto. The only thing I
felt was fear.

I pleaded and begged outwardly and inwardly, but no one
came. My yells and screams echoed around the room, but only
I seemed to hear. I went in and out of consciousness too many
times to count before I grew too tired to continue, and each
time I awakened to that same brightness in the room. “Hello.
Is anyone there?” Nothing!

I don’t know how long I stayed awake this time, but I
knew if this went on much longer, I’d really go insane. I didn’t
hear the door open or any kind of sound, but it seemed I
blinked, and the next minute there was someone standing
beside the cot I’d been laid out on.

“Who are you, people? What am I doing here?”” Nothing!
He, she, it, I couldn’t tell what it was, just pulled a stool closer
and sat with a bowl of what looked like oatmeal. It had a
sickly-sweet look on its face when it pressed a button, and the
cot raised until I was in an almost seated position. “Do you
talk? Say something.”

Again, nothing; it just lifted a spoon to my lips which I
held closed. I don’t like oatmeal; I never did. Just the mere
texture of it makes me want to barf. But it kept pushing the
spoon past my lips until I gagged. “Are you a robot?” The
damn thing kept that stupid look on its face as it raised the
spoon again. What the hell? Maybe I’m dreaming. Let me see,
what’s the last thing that happened?

I was on the plane, there was that stupid video and the
picture in the bathroom, what else? Did I really lose my shit?
Is that why they brought me here? Was anyone looking for
me? Jimmy, Becky, anyone? While I was trying to put the
pieces together in my head, this thing was steadily trying to
feed me wall paint disguised as food, and the more I resisted,
the more it persisted until I really did throw up in my throat.

I’ve never known real fear, never doubted that I could get
out of any situation I found myself in, until now. The not
knowing was scarier than anything else. I knew nothing, not



where I was, not how long I’d be here, and not even why I was
here. Who was behind this? I had a feeling I knew. This
seemed like a bit much, though, as payback for anything I’d
done to Gia in the past.

It seemed unfair when coupled with everything else that
had happened in the last few days. She’d cost me my home,
my friends, even my school, and now this. How does Gabe
Russo know this place, and why the hell did he have me sent
here? I have no doubt that this was all his sick twisted doing,
but I failed to see how I warranted this.

I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that I was anywhere
else but here, but the stillness of the room wouldn’t let me
concentrate. When I screamed, the sound echoed around the
room until I thought my ears would bleed. 1 laid there
exhausted and miserable, lying in my own waste for what felt
like an eternity.

Sometime later, another one of those things entered the
room, and I endured the humiliation of having my soiled
clothes removed and my body wiped down before I was put in
another nondescript hospital gown that had been made to go
around the chains on my wrists. When the thing got up to
leave, I started yelling again, sure that if I stayed in here a
minute longer, I’d really lose my shit.

I felt trapped when I realized that I never saw a door. I
know one is there; how else could they come and go? But
there were no visible knobs or seams in the whiter than white
walls that surrounded the room. I had no way of telling what
time it was because my watch was gone. I tried tugging on the
chains around my wrists again, but they were too heavy and
didn’t have any give in them. Fear and trepidation choked me
as I fought not to give in.

One minute my mind was filled with all the ways I was
going to get back at the ones responsible for putting me here,
and the next, it was filled with fear of being stuck here forever.

I



BECKY

I wisn I were DEAD. Or at the very least that I could go to
sleep and wake up when this nightmare is over. I ache all over,
especially my heart, which now feels like a block of ice. I
thought for sure my life was coming to an end when the
monster who brought me here took me out of the car. |
would’ve done anything then to survive, but now, just a few
hours later, I’'m wishing for death.

What kind of hospital discharges someone in this much
pain, and without medication at that? As horrible as it sounds,
I’d felt safer there; at least I had a bed to sleep on away from
prying eyes. Those first few days at the motel had been hell,
with everyone I knew seeming to just happen by the place out
of the blue. I'm pretty sure Gia and that boy had something to
do with it.

The whispers I could deal with, but the laughter and the
snubs were like darts to my chest. So I’d decided to stay
hidden, only coming out at night when I was sure no one I
knew would be about, not in that part of town anyway. I knew
I was on borrowed time, sure that Felix would get around to
cutting me off at some point since the boy seemed hellbent on
destroying my life, I knew it was only a matter of time, but |
thought I had a few more days at least.

I’d had the foresight to pay for a couple of weeks at least,
but now it looks like that money would be going to waste
because I have no idea where I am right now or how to get
back. Each movement sent shooting pain throughout my entire
body and the cold; it’s so cold here with no way to warm
myself in the thin hospital gown, which is all I’d been left
with.

I’d been so hopeful when I was told I was being released
into someone’s care. I thought Felix had come to his senses
and was ready to listen to reason as he’d always done before.
But by the time I realized that it was a complete stranger



waiting to pick me up, the nurse had already gone back inside,
and there was no way for me to escape. I didn’t have to think
hard to figure out who sent the silent man who never spoke a
word. Not that I could’ve said much with my mouth wired
shut the way it is.

I didn’t even have paper and pen to communicate, and my
phone was missing. Panic set in when we left the city limits,
and I didn’t recognize my surroundings. I knew we were still
in the state, at least, but had no way of knowing where. There
were no recognizable landmarks, and it was too dark to make
out much of anything beyond the car window.

He, whoever he was, had dumped me here in some sort of
wooded area with no sign of life around and just driven off. |
don’t even know how long I’d been here, and worst of all, I’d
left my bag somewhere, either at the motel or the hospital, so |
had no way of contacting anyone for help. At the very least, |
could’ve texted Victoria to ask for help if no one else was
willing.

Not even at my worst were things this bad; there was
always an out, always a way to get back on my feet. Now that
it’s too late, I wish I’d done things a little different. I have no
money, no friends, and no one I could count on. My mind went
to Jimmy but only for the briefest of moments. That’s the
worst thing that could happen now, for him to show up in our
lives.

I sifted through the lies in my mind to see if there was a
way to salvage things, but I’'m afraid there isn’t. More than the
cat’s out of the bag this time. Even if I could make Felix doubt
that lying bitch of a maid’s words, Victoria had put the final
nail in my coffin by repeating what she saw. What else has she
been saying now that I was not there to defend myself?

No doubt she was covering her own ass while throwing me
to the wolves, my own daughter. Still, as long as one of us
hangs in there, there’s always a way back. Felix would never
dig up his precious Adrienne, of that much, I’'m sure, so
whatever he thinks or believes will always just be conjecture. |
can work with that.



As to the other charges, I can beat those as well. I’'m sure
that Russo brat had left a trail or something somewhere that
could be found, and I could turn this thing around. Right now,
though, I needed to get the hell out of here wherever here was.
I could barely move because of the pain and the thought of
spending the night in this dark, cold place was all I could focus
on at the moment.

Something rustled the brush a few feet away from me, and
I screamed in my throat as I tried to make myself smaller. I’d
dragged myself up against a tree trunk for support, but if
something was really out there, I have no way to protect
myself. I needed the bathroom in the worst way, but fear held
me hostage, as each sound seemed to get closer while the cold
wind rushed through the thin fabric of the hospital gown,
biting into my bruised flesh.

That bitch had got her piece of flesh, I guess, which I was
still finding hard to believe. The Gia I knew would never have
had the nerve to lift a hand to me. This was all the Russos
doing, and that, more than anything, put fear in me—that and
the fact that Felix had changed so much.

How had I not seen it in the last few weeks? I’d been so
busy trying to keep myself out of one scrape or another that I
didn’t pay close enough attention to what was going on with
him until it was too late. I couldn’t have known that a decade’s
worth of my hard work would go up in flames in less than a
month; has it only been that long?

The small part of me that’s fighting to hold out hope is
dwindling by the second to the point that even if I had a
contingency plan, it would be of no use right now because my
mind is too fractured and all over the place to think straight.
Just thinking about the fix I’'m in makes my head ache
something awful, and that’s nothing to do with the physical
pain ’'m in.

Hunger gnawed at my insides, and I felt tears of
desperation flood my eyes. I can’t even eat, could barely sip
on water through a straw, but guess what I have in the bag next
to me, food. A sudden thought hit me, and I flung the bag as
far away from me as I could with what little strength I had left.



If I could smell the food, then whatever was out there in these
woods could too.

A new fear set in, and I dragged myself even closer to the
tree as I held my breath and listened for any sound. Is that why
he’d done it? Why he’d left me with a bagful of food that I
couldn’t eat? What a diabolical fiend. I realized at that
moment that I feared Gabe Russo more than anything that
might be roaming these woods.

How had he brought me to this? He’d set me up in such a
way that there was no turning back no matter what I told
myself. I might have stood a chance if he were not in the
picture, setting traps and snares to catch me at every turn. How
had he learned all those things about me? Where had he found
that Greta bitch when I couldn’t find hide nor hair of her in all
these years?

Who else had helped him? The thought that all those
snooty women had been waiting like vultures to pick over my
carcass, that they were all now laughing at me, filled me with
hate and rage. I thought of all the nice things I’d left behind,
all that I’d lost in the blink of an eye. How had it come to this?

And where is Victoria while I’'m out here suffering like
this? I’d done it all for her, only for her to turn around and sell
me out. Just wait; as soon as I get back on my feet, which I’'m
sure I will, I’ll take care of her. I’d done most of it for her after
all. She’s the one who wanted to see Gia suffer; I’d only
wanted a better life for us. A life without worry or fear of
where our next meal was coming from.

I’'m still young; I can always start over somewhere else. I
raised my fingers to the bandages that wrapped around my
head. I hadn’t even had the chance to see what that bitch Gia
had done to me. Are my looks gone? I know I’d lost a few
teeth, but how much damage had she really done? I couldn’t
tell; I couldn’t feel anything through the bandages but pain.

My eyes started to drift closed, but I kept forcing them
open with each sound. There was nowhere to hide if
something did come after me, no weapon near to hand to
defend myself. Just that thought alone was enough to make me



wet myself, so I didn’t need my thoughts to drift to Adrienne,
which they did.

I’ve never allowed myself to think about her before, so
why now? It’s not like she was healthy with her whole life
ahead of her when I helped her on her way to hell. I just put
her out of her misery, 1s all. She would’ve wasted time and
money trying to find a cure, selfish bitch. What’s so wrong
with what I did? Anyone else would’ve done the same.

Her sickness had been like a gift. I’d been trying to find a
way to get her out of the picture, anything short of murder,
when that ripe plum fell into my lap. It was only after weeks
of trying that I realized that her husband wasn’t the type to
leave her for me. At first, I was going to seduce him, then use
that as blackmail, but he never once gave me the time of day.

I was running out of options by then. The other women
were already wary of me, so there was no way for me to set
my sights on one of their men to work my magic, and just like
an answer to a prayer, she’d fallen ill. I’d changed tact then
and played the bereaved friend to the hilt, working my way
closer to her. I'd even got her to distrust her friends, making
sure she knew every time one of them said or did something
against me.

I played the less privileged single mother who was down
on her luck to the hilt because by then, I’d already peeped her
game. She was one of those bleeding hearts who thought that
giving back would help ease her guilt for being more
privileged than most. She’s the main type of bitch I hate, those
shrinking violet types who bemoan their wealth and the
lifestyle it affords them, so they waste time and energy helping
the less fortunate.

She didn’t know that while I sat by her bedside reading to
her, running errands that she could no longer handle, that [ was
already spending her money and moving into her life. I
wouldn’t have to get my hands dirty, which is something I’d
already reserved myself to doing if it came to that. But it
would be cleaner this way, easier.



I watched her dwindle away right before my eyes and
knew that it was meant to be. That something or someone was
making a way for me and my kid to finally have the life we
deserved. Then the stupid bitch went hunting for a cure where
there was supposed to be none. I didn’t have time to think of a
plan. Otherwise, none of this would be happening.

If I’d been given more time, I would’ve made sure to get
that nosy bitch out of the house before I did anything, but she
was planning to leave for Europe in less than a day, so excited
at the prospect of being cured. All I could see was my new life
slipping away. I’d been working on Felix for weeks by that
point, having learned that the way to his heart was by being
there for his dying wife.

I’d spent countless hours taking care of her, putting in time
and effort that I was sure would pay off in the end. The man
who’d barely spared me a glance before was now smiling and
chatting to me when he came home in the evenings, though it
was always about her and what kind of day she’d had.

I didn’t mind, though, because I’d had it all planned out.
By then, I’d ostracized the others in one way or another,
keeping them away from the house. She was too sick to pay
much attention to that, and each time they called, I made sure
to get to the phone first with an excuse. I was the only one she
saw, the only one she had to talk to.

I knew that given time, she would’ve asked me to take care
of her child and husband when she was gone; that’s what I was
aiming for. But then she hit me with the news that there was a
chance she could be cured, and I saw it all drifting away again.
I couldn’t go back to being the nobody I’d been, not after
building those dreams in my head. I’d made a promise to my
kid, one that I meant to keep.

It wasn’t that hard even, just a few more drops of the
prescribed medication, so even if anyone looked, there
wouldn’t be anything suspicious. No one would’ve suspected
me of anything, but that bitch had to see more than she was
supposed to. Now my life is being turned upside down. I know
Felix, if there’s even a sliver of doubt, he’d never let me back
in, not when 1t comes to his precious Adrienne.



We’d been man and wife longer than they had been, and
still, he would never put me before her. I know, somewhere
deep inside, I know that it’s over, but my mind refuses to give
up. The thought of starting over again is tiring, but what can I
do? I can’t just let it all end like this. I have to find a way;
there must be a way to get out of this hole that Russo brat had
dug for me.

GABRIEL

MovING people around like chess pieces shouldn’t be this
easy, and yet it is. I almost wish I had more time to play, but
Paris lingers on the horizon, and I have even bigger fish to fry.
By now, Victoria should be settling into her new home, at least
her home for the next little while, as long as is needed to keep
her away from Gianna and give her a head start.

I have no doubt she’s smart enough to find her way back
here somehow, but by the time she’s released, Gianna should
be long gone from here and out of her reach. As for Becky, |
have other plans for her. Ideally, she should be put away for
life for the murder of Gianna’s mom, but to do that, we’d have
to exhume Adrienne’s body, something I’'m sure would haunt
Gianna for the rest of her life. I can’t have that.

So, I’d come up with another plan. Something that would
make all the players pay for their part in this farce, but I have
to tread carefully. One wrong step, and it could all blow up in
my face. If I was going to be here for her, I would’ve done
things a little different, but because I’'m not and because I
don’t trust her father, I have to go to the extreme to protect her
when I’m gone.

Right now, I'm playing with my food, giving them both a
taste of their own medicine. For all the years of rear and
isolation she felt, I’'m giving them double. I don’t expect them



to change; there’s no cure for a psychotic sociopath, no
medicine they can take to make them better. If I thought there
was, maybe then I’d go easy on them, give them a chance to
redeem themselves.

But Victoria is a lost cause, and Becky is just too far gone
with her greed to turn back to anything resembling human. I’'m
pretty sure if Gianna knew what I was up to, she’d feel pity for
them even after all they’ve done, but I know they’d use that
against her; that’s why I have to destroy them completely so
that there’s no way back in.

Felix, well, his trials haven’t even begun. I hold him most
responsible for what had been done to her, so it’s only fair that
he pays a bigger price. I’m just waiting until she’s out of here,
miles away, before I set the last stage in motion. Two more
days, and then I’1l give him that final push.



DRACO

“
6&) hat am I paying you four for again?”

“Sir?” Reel it in Draco; you can’t blame them
for not being able to do what you yourself can’t. Yeah, but I’'m
at the end of my rope. I’ve been racing against the clock in the
last couple of weeks, trying to get ahead of my son and failing
miserably.

It’s not just the Sicily situation that has me on edge these
days either, but my son seems to have gone rogue in a way that
not even | expected. I’'m almost embarrassed to admit that the
only reason I know anything about his doings is because he’s
allowing me to. What do I mean by that? The boy has straight-
up run an Op singlehandedly from his bedroom where he
knows I can easily see what he’s up to.

I’m not sure, but I think my guys are having way more fun
working with him than they ever did with me. Of course, I'm
the mook who’s trying to go legit while these fucks live for the
dark side. I guess they were getting bored with my shit, and
he’s lit a spark under their asses. It would be funny if it wasn’t
true.

A quick rundown of the shit Gabe Russo has pulled in the
last week and a half. Sent a teenage girl to some facility that
nobody knows about, one I still have no clue how he even
learned about its existence. On the same day or just about, had
said teenager’s mother dropped off in the middle of nowhere
for not one, but two nights, in the dead of winter. Tommy was
only too happy to keep me up to date on that one.



I was a bit clueless about his reasons for having the Becky
woman picked up and dropped off in the worst part of the city
where the homeless have set up shop, all this, while her jaw
has been wired shut, and she has no access to medication
because he sabotaged that shit as well. Guess what she ended
up doing; take a wild guess.

I have no idea if that was part of his plan when he set the
whole thing up, but now I’m torn. I hate fucking drugs, but if
the boy thinks she deserves this shit, who am [ to say
different? It’s not lost on me, and I’'m tempted to ask my
brother the doc how it is that she can readily and more easily
get her hands on meth than the pain pills she needs. I can’t say
shit because I have no idea where my son is going with this
mess.

What I do know is between him and his sisters, the rest of
the world is lucky I’'m taking this outfit legit. He’s eighteen
fucking years old. I shudder to think what he’d become in a
few more years if 1 didn’t take the family business in a
different direction. What’s worst is I can’t talk to anyone about
this; it would scare the shit out of his mother, my wife; and my
own father would probably applaud him and give him pointers
on how to be even more of a monster.

I say monster because had it not been for his strict moral
code of ethics, that’s just what the hell he’d be. The scary
thing 1s, he hasn’t broken a sweat. He comes down to the
breakfast table every morning, kisses his mom and me on the
cheek, teases his sisters, and smiles at Gia like nothing
happened. Like he hadn’t just given my men orders to do some
outlandish shit that even 1 wouldn’t have thought up in a
million years.

[ find myself sometimes watching him with something
approaching awe. I know he knows that Tommy and the crew
tell me the shit he’s got them doing, but he hasn’t mentioned it
to me on his own and doesn’t seem to mind me knowing that
he’s basically Al Capone reincarnated.

His poor mother, I think like me, she thought that with the
girl in the picture, he’d settle down, my ass. I think he’s using
her situation to cut his teeth. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen



my son at work before, but those things were minor compared
to this. It’s like he’s declared war on Fontane and his family;
then again, after what the Becky woman did, I can’t say that |
blame him.

I’1l cut to the chase here; the thing that’s bothering me the
most is the fact that I can’t get a bead on what he’s up to
pertaining to Sicily. I’'m not sure if he wants me to think that
he’s given up on that, which is a touchy subject because we’re
both still playing cat and mouse. He doesn’t know that I know
that he knows; that sort of thing, so how the hell do I broach
the subject?

Lancelot hasn’t been able to find shit, or he’s not telling
me if he has, and all of my other efforts have been wasted.
Now, as to why this scares the hell out of me, he’s not hiding
what he’s done so far with the Fontane situation, and some of
that shit is pretty bad. So, what exactly is he planning for
Sicily that he’s kept it so well hidden?

He has my team doing his dirty work here while
meticulously evading the team I’d hired to keep tabs on him,
and he’s doing it masterfully. From what Tommy divulged,
Fontane is in for a world of hurt if what I suspect Gabe is up to
is true. He’s had only a little more than a month to put together
this diabolical scheme; he’s had years to plan for Sicily.

“Didn’t I hire you lot to keep an eye on him? How come
you’ve given me nothing so far? He still giving you lot the
slip?”

“He doesn’t even acknowledge our presence. And half the
time he leaves, we don’t even know that he’s gone.” Slippery
little shit. I taught him too well, or someone did. I should’ve
put a stop to those weekly chess games between him and the
old man. I think maybe I need to have another talk with him
about the shit he teaches my kid.

It’s no secret that Pop is stuck in his ways and would
prefer we keep our feet wet in some aspects of the old
business. I can’t help him with that. I don’t know why the hell
he sent me to those fancy schools if he wanted me to continue
where he left off. The thing is, Gabe, unlike me, wouldn’t be



as easy to control as Pop thinks. Once the boy sinks his teeth
into something, it’s hard getting him to let go. And I gotta tell
ya; his mind scares the shit outta me.

“Well, we kinda knew it would be like this. Damn, I
thought we had more time, but I need you to work your way in
before we leave for Europe in a couple of days, so at the very
least, learn how to keep up with him, will you.”

“You knew it would take time; you said so yourself. But I
gotta say, he’s tougher than expected, and I think his sisters
work with him against us.”

“I have no doubt about that. I forgot to warn you about
them. They’re almost as devious as their brother, don’t trust
them either. If they tell you he went left, go right, remember
that.”

“They’re not that bad really, just very loyal to their brother,
is all.” I scoffed and left it at that.

“Whatever, listen, here’s what you do, for the time being,
stay close to the girl, wherever she is, that’s where he’ll be.
And do your best to get on his good side, will you.”

“We’re working on it. At least he hasn’t sent us packing.”
“There is that. Okay, back to it then.”

Damn boy. I haven’t heard a peep about Sicily, he hasn’t
made any moves in that direction, but I’'m almost certain he’s
going to do something while we’re in Paris. Maybe I’ve been
going about this all wrong. Instead of fighting him or trying to
stop him, I should probably just find a way to protect him on
his path. That’s what a good father does.

But somehow, my gut tells me that if Gabe goes down this
path, there’ll be no turning back. I’'m not even sure why that is,
but I never bet against my gut. So, all I can do is keep my eyes
on things because the kid can run circles around me with his
computer shit, and we both know it.

I



GABRIEL

I waTcHED on the home security monitors as the four ninja
turtles walked out of Pop’s home office. I can just imagine
what that little meet was about. Out of respect for Pop, I don’t
have eyes and ears in his private spaces, but it’s not needed.
All T have to do is keep track of when he sneaks Lancelot in
for a private consult, and I can figure out the rest.

I don’t plan on leaving him in the dark forever, but I know
I have to beat him to the punch, or he’d try to do what’s mine
to do. Ma seems completely clueless to the fact of what she’d
set in motion; she’s so caught up in Balls and debutant crap
that she hasn’t given a second thought to the fact that I’d be
that close to Sicily in a few days.

In fact, since I brought Gianna home, Ma seems to have
forgotten all about the seeds she’d planted so long ago. I
thought letting Pop know what I’ve been doing here the last
few days would keep him off the scent, but now I think I
overplayed my hand. Why else would he be meeting those
four all of a sudden if not to put them on high alert?

Too bad for Pop, I’ve taken what he taught me along with
my own knowledge and honed myself into what I am today.
He doesn’t know it, but I plan to use them to my advantage
when the time comes without them even being aware. Tommy
and the others had been easy. They’ve been groomed to see me
as their de facto boss, so giving them orders is a piece of cake.
And Pop seems to forget that the four that just left his office
owe me a debt. After all, I'm the one who brought them into
his life, and knowing them, once they’re reminded of that fact,
they’d see things my way.

It’s manipulative as shit, but I never claimed not to be. I
only hope that when it’s all said and done, he realizes that I did
it for him. I don’t want my Pop involved in any of this. Pop
would kill Ricci. I have no doubt about that. But unlike me,
he’d stop there because he wouldn’t want to leave Ma and the



girls alone in the world without him, so he’d probably end up
in a cell somewhere for life or ten years minimum. I’ll never
let that happen.

I’ve spent the last week and a half taking care of things to
make sure Gianna’s life is okay once I’m gone. It’s the least |
could do because of what I’'m sure my leaving is going to do to
her. I keep telling myself that it’s only been a few weeks, that
she’d get over me with time. As long as I removed all
obstacles from her way, she’d bounce back. I have to tell
myself that so I can sleep at night because there’s no other
way.

Hopefully, with time she’d move on and forget this phase
in her life, look back on it as just a time when... I’ve buried
myself in vengeance to keep thoughts of what if at bay. |
selfishly haven’t been able to keep her out of my bed no matter
how hard I try. Though I feel like a monster each time, she
looks up at me with hope in her eyes.

It sucks; I'm being torn in two because the thing I’ve
worked so hard for is now close at hand, but it means giving
her up. Where just a few short months ago, I’d have done
anything for this opportunity that just fell into my lap; a part of
me wishes I had more time with her, but it can’t be helped.
This trip to Paris is my first and maybe only chance to get the
ball rolling. I have no idea what I’'m going to find or even how
things are going to play out. I just know I can’t let this
opportunity slip by. Isn’t it strange that in a roundabout way,
she’s the one who made it possible?

Story of my life! She has no idea that her coming into my
life will be the precipice for me disappearing from hers. If not
for the Ball in Paris, it would’ve taken me at least another year
before I was able to give Pop the slip and head into Europe.

Pop watches me like a hawk; he won’t let me anywhere
near Europe if his life depended on it. So, I’ve been laying
low, not showing my hand in any way. I’d hoped that my
preoccupation with Fontane would blind him to the fact that I
was planning something, but this little meet tells me that hope
was in vain.



I looked at the clock on my desk then switched the monitor
to the gym where the girls were practicing their curtsies or
some shit. I keep sneaking these stolen moments of her and
squirreling them away, storing them in some memory bank,
and feeling guilty as hell because she doesn’t know that in
about a week or so, her life will be turned upside down once
again; by me.

If I could change it, I would, but no amount of guilt can
change what has to be. I’ve lived with this thing for too long,
been set on this course with no interruptions until her.
Somehow, I think it’s selfish to change that now because
nothing has changed, really. Me finding someone doesn’t
change the facts of my conception; nothing will.

And as much as I feel for her, as much as I wish and hope
things were different, there’s one thing that still remains. My
mother has spent the last almost two decades living with a
constant reminder of the worst night of her life; me. I know
Ma loves me, she’s shown it in a million ways, but somehow
that makes it worst in my eyes.

I wasn’t something she wanted, but something that had
been forced upon her in the most heinous and disgusting way,
so even her love for me was thrust upon her. How hard must it
have been for her all these years, living with the proof of the
darkest hour of her life constantly in her face?

She’s never mentioned it, not once. Never made me feel
like anything less than her son, and that, too, somehow fills me
with guilt. It’s a lot, isn’t it, to ask of one small woman who’d
been left alone in the world because of that travesty. Had it not
been for Pop, who knows what hell she’d have endured. So,
you see, I can’t let that man pay even more of a price for my
existence.

Then there’s Gianna. Sweet, soft, loveable Gianna. After
the hell that has been her life, she too deserves someone better
than I. Someone who doesn’t come from a place of darkness
with the taint that follows me around like a shadow or a
second layer of skin that I can’t take off at will.



I know some would say that I too am innocent in all this,
that I had no part in what had been done to Ma. But they’ve
never had to live with the knowledge that they’d been forged
in hell. I snapped out of it and turned the monitor off before I
became even more maudlin. There’s no time for a pity party,
and I wouldn’t know how to throw one anyway since I’m not
built that way.

I only have a couple of days left before we leave; time to
take care of Felix Fontane because I’ve decided that he too is
not worthy of Gianna. I’d had Becky moved to the homeless
city downtown after two hellish nights in the woods. Tommy
said when he went back to get her that she was damn near
catatonic; perfect.

I knew by then the pain from being out in the cold with a
broken body for that long would have her climbing the walls,
just a little payback for all the years she’d made Gianna feel
the same. But there was a more sinister reason behind it. I
knew that putting her in the midst of that hell would expose
her to something else, something that would help her with the
pain she’d been enduring for those two days and nights in the
woods. I knew by then she’d gnaw off her own face to get
away from the pain.

The man I’d paid to offer to help her with that pain had
done a good job since she was now strung out on meth, while
her daughter was slowly losing her mind locked away in a
room with no way out until I was ready to release her. Messing
around with Anonymous had introduced me to some of the
darker places that exist in the world.

I’'m not sick enough to have her trafficked or put in the
hands of someone like Ricci. But there are other more fucked
up people out there, people of high intelligence who have to
fly beneath the radar to conduct their experiments. Right now,
someone is probably peering into Victoria’s brain beneath a
microscope before putting it back together. I like that the
world likes to pretend that people like Mengele no longer
exist, keep those blinders on so that people like me can move
in the shadows when need be.



I closed my eyes for a few seconds and took a deep breath.
This thing I’'m about to do is skating pretty close to the line in
my head that I dare not cross, but it has to be done. I got up
and went towards the gym to get her, putting my game face on
as I opened the door. “Gianna, I need you for a minute. She’ll
be right back.” I assured the twins and the matron-like woman
who was giving them lessons.

“What’s wrong?” She slipped her hand in mine and
followed me down the hallway back to my room.

“I’ve been thinking. Wouldn’t you like to move your
mom’s things out of storage?” She stopped walking with a
quizzical look on her face.

“I haven’t thought of it, but now that you mention it....”

“I can take care of it for you, but I don’t think you should
send it back to the house, not right now anyway. How about
sending it to your grandmother’s?”” If she thought the request
was odd, she didn’t mention it, though I could see she was
wondering why we’d do that. This was sticky, the one thing
that had stumped me as well.

I can’t very well tell her the real reason why. That I plan to
make her go there when we get back, or more like I know that
it’s the only place she could run to. But I need her mother’s
things gone in order to carry out the next stage of this play I'm
writing for Fontane. It’s like killing two birds with one stone.

When she didn’t answer right away, I opened my mouth
and lied to her for the first time. “I don’t think you should send
them back to the house, not right now with things up in the air
with your dad and Becky. At your grandmother’s, we’ll know
that they’re safe, that no one would destroy them.” She nodded
her head in agreement, and I released the breath I held.

“Okay, you can go back to the others. I’ll take care of the
storage unit.” Another lie, I’d already set things in motion
there since we were pressed for time. She didn’t even think to
ask, but her grandmother already knew I was having her
daughter’s things sent to her. Thankfully the old woman hadn’t
asked any questions. She was just happy to be receiving all
that was left of her child.



I waited for Gianna to leave after a quick peck on my lips,
glad to see her this happy and excited about the upcoming trip
and her first coming out Ball. At least I can give her this
before turning her life upside down. As soon as the coast was
clear, I picked up the phone and called Tommy. “It’s a go. Do
you have the address?”

“Yes!” He read off the address to her grandmother’s place
in Virginia.
“Cool! You’re expected.”

“Aren’t we playing it a bit close? It’s gonna take at least
twelve hours there and twelve hours back. Your Pop wants us
to do a final walk-through before the trip....”

“I don’t trust anyone else to take care of this but you. And
you’re not driving back. The plane will bring you home. The
pilot has the info already. He should be contacting you soon.
You just need to time it the way we planned.”

“Oh, okay, that will work.” I hung up the phone and went
back to my computer. He’s right, we’re playing it a bit close,
but it was the only way to do it. I don’t want Gianna here for
the final showdown between Felix and Becky, but if I move
her mom’s things out of storage too soon, it might alert Felix,
who seems to go there every other day. This way, she’d be
long gone by the time he realizes, by the time he reacts to what
I have planned.



GABRIEL
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“L% ey, your guy just moved a shit ton of cash in the
last few days. I traced the transfer to an account
that has been open in his daughter’s name since she was about
three months old.”

“Oh really!”

“Yeah. Not only that, but from his movements, it looks like
he’s tying up loose ends almost like he’s preparing to go away
or something.”

“Ok, thank you.” I sat back and smiled after hanging up
the phone with one of dad’s people who specializes in
financial forensics. I’ve been keeping my eye on Felix this
whole time, watching his movements listening in on his calls
to get a feel for where his mind is at. He had no idea that
Becky had been attacked and was in the hospital until I made
sure that one of the women she’d tried so hard to befriend
knew about her circumstances.

Of course, word had already got back to him that she’d
been staying in a motel, and then once she was moved to the
homeless city, I made sure those same women were made
aware. Just to up her embarrassment and add insult to injury,
of course. The fact that he showed no interest, not even to ask
how she was doing, was good enough for me.

I’ve been playing him like a puppet on a string, using his
mind against him and calling the plays even before he made
them. Because I had a pretty good idea where his mind was at,
I put things in motion and have been keeping an eye on his



business dealings. I know that if it were for Gianna alone,
things might not have changed, but for him, the thought that
he’d failed his Adrienne would be too much for him to bear,
and I exploited the hell out of that shit.

I made sure in the last two weeks that those women pulled
no punches reminding him of the things that Becky and her
daughter had done to his kid right under his nose. Their
disdain was just more salt added to the bleeding wound I’d
opened. A daily dose of reminders, added to the fact that he
now knew what she’d done to his wife, is more than his weak
mind can handle.

I knew this but did not care. Why? Because he still didn’t
give a fuck that he’d screwed his daughter over royally, he
only cared about what had been done to his wife. At least,
that’s the way I see it. It’s because 1 was able to see all of this
unfolding behind the scenes that I was able to put my final
plans into action.

I had to give it a lot of thought because he’s the only parent
she has left. But when I think about it, he doesn’t deserve her
after the shit he’d done, so fuck him. My methods are harsh,
almost inhumane, I guess, but he doesn’t deserve better. Now
I’m sitting here thinking about my next move.

I could step in now, stop him from doing what 1 suspect
he’s about to before it’s too late, but why should I? In life,
there should be consequences for your actions, but because of
her love for him, I’'m not going to bury his dumb ass
somewhere; that should be enough. Still, I’ll do him one last
favor for her sake because maybe, just maybe, somewhere
down the road, she might want to have a relationship with him.

I left my room and went in search of Pop. I’'m going to
need him for this part of my Op, and I know he won’t ask me
any questions that I don’t want to answer. He’s too busy
worrying about what I have planned once we land in Paris to
care about much else. I found him in his office, reaming out
someone over the phone. “Just a minute, son.” He held up a
finger then pointed to the chair across from him.



I sat and listened with a smile as he coolly threatened
whoever it was without raising his voice. If I were on the other
end of that coldness, I’d give him whatever the hell he was
after. “Good, glad we understand each other.” He hung up the
phone and turned to me in dad mode. “What is it, son? You all
packed and ready to go?”

“I need a favor.”
>

“Anything, shoot

“Fontaine is getting ready to do something. When he’s
done, I need you to pull whatever strings you can and make
sure he gets a light sentence.”

“A light sentence for what?”
“You’ll see in the next couple of days.”
“We won’t be here.”

“I know; that’s why I’m giving you a heads-up now. Just
make sure the lawyer is on standby.”

“Boy, what’re you doing?”

“Me, nothing, he’s the one who’s about to break the law.”
“And how do you know that?”

“Because I’m the one who’s gonna push him to it.”
“Geez, Gabe, what now?”

“Nothing, nothing for you to worry about.”

“You been talking to your grandfather?”

“Leave gramps out of it; he hasn’t done anything.”
“Yeah, okay. What should I tell the lawyer when I call?”
“Just tell him to expect a call in the next few days or so.”
“That’s 1t?”

“Yeah, make sure he knows to get the best deal he can.”

“You’re not gonna tell me what this is about?”

“The less you know, Pop.”



I left him looking flabbergasted, but it’s too complicated to
get into, and just in case things don’t swing the way I expect,
it’s best not to say anything more at this juncture. If things do
go down the road, I expect, well then, it will become self-
explanatory real quick. Next up, Gianna. She’s been flitting
around here with that ankle-biter l