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Dedication

To family, because without them we are nothing.

~PJ

Dear Reader –

This story was written prior to the Covid 19 pandemic so there are no references to masks, social distancing, or quarantines on businesses and life in general.

It will be interesting to see if the pandemic dictates how stories are written in the next 24 months, but for now, let’s just pretend the world is still Covid-free in order to enjoy this story.

And enjoy it I hope you will.

PJ 2020
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Advice for surviving in a big Italian family: Never let them see you sweat.

The moment I arrived at the deli I knew something was wrong.  

The back door stood opened and unlocked, two things my obsessive/compulsive father made sure never happened.  Since I was the first one to arrive every morning at the crack-ass of creation, and had to plug in the security code on the wall box in order to gain entry to the store, the door should have been locked and alarmed.

My daily bread delivery, courtesy of my cousin Regina and her bakery, sat outside the door in a large wooden crate. After grabbing it I hip checked the door wide open.

The second sign something was amiss were the lit lights in the entrance hallway. I arrived at work when it was still dark no matter if it were Daylight Savings time, or Standard, and I routinely had to fumble to find the wall switch and illuminate the back end of the deli. 

Not today.

And then there was...the smell.

I’ve been around raw meat my entire life.  I grew up in my mother’s kitchen and I’ve worked in the delicatessen my father owns and operates since I was ten years old. The aroma of animal blood is as recognizable to me as my mother’s knock-off L’air du temps. Although, admittedly, mama’s perfume smells way better. 

The scent filling the air this morning was...wrong.

“Hello? Is someone here?” 

An eerie sense of quiet surrounded me. I put the bread crate down on the linoleum floor and crept along the corridor leading to the front of the store. I slid my hand across the wall, my huge purse positioned in front of me like Wonder Woman’s golden shield of protection. 

Being the oldest of six kids and the only girl in the mix, it takes a lot to scare me. 

My brothers are, each and every one of them, a pain in the ass to their cores and I’d grown up the victim of their arguably stupid shenanigans too many times to count. Cooked linguini placed in my bed to look like worms; a farting cushion placed on my chair at the dinner table; toothpaste spread on my school lunch sandwich instead of peanut butter. More times than I could remember one of them would hide in my closet then jump out at me when I least expected it. Anything and everything dumb and dumber they could think up to annoy me, they’d done. And still did to this day if they thought they could get away with it. Chronological maturity hadn’t made its way to their brains yet and they all still acted like little boys when it came to infuriating me.

This spine tingling sense of unease rippling through me didn’t feel like one of their usual pranks.

But with my brothers, you never know.

“I swear on all that’s holy, Giacomo,” I called out, naming the brother voted most likely to do something moronic, “if this is some dumbass attempt to scare me, I’m gonna make you suffer.”

I continued along the hallway, bypassed my father’s office, then made my way to my own. Both doors were open, the rooms empty.

The odor became more profound and ripe the closer I came to the front of the store.

If you’ve ever left a piece of meat out on a counter all day to defrost it, and forgotten about it until too late, you’ll recognize the odor. 

“Vinny? Vito? Are you guys here?” I called out. Silence came back to me.

The overhead lights in the front of the store weren’t on so I couldn’t see much inside the store-proper. A tiny bit of illumination filtered in through the front window, enough to make out the shapes of the little tables and metal chairs lining the seating area. A few years ago my mother had the idea to add them so people could come in on a lunch hour, order, then sit down for a few minutes to eat instead of taking the food away with them. It turned out to be a good idea, too, because lunch hour business doubled by the end of the first month. It had been the one and only time my father had ever listened to one of my mother’s business ideas.

She never let him forget it, either.

When I’d left yesterday afternoon, the tables and chairs were all straight and set into their little spaces surrounding the window. Before he locked up at night, my father would upend the chairs onto the tables so he could sweep and then mop the floor.

I sidled up to the back of the glass food display cases and looked right, then left. Nothing was wrong, but that itchy feeling hadn’t left me yet. My fingers dragged along the wall until they came to the switch, then I threw the place into total light, something I never did at this hour of the morning. If anyone passing on the street saw the lights, they’d think we were open for business, which we weren’t. Not for another two hours.

In retrospect, I should never have come into the store after discovering the back door unlocked and standing open.

Hindsight, as my nonna Constanza used to say, is for sciocchi—fools— who think too much after the fact.

She hadn’t been wrong when she was alive, and she wasn’t now.

The seating section looked as if a bomb had exploded. Tables and chairs were scattered every which-way, some overturned, others pushed up to the wall, a few lying on their sides. Glass salt and pepper shakers were smashed, their contents sprinkled across the floor in a dust storm of seasonings, glass shards embedded within the debris. The breadbaskets were in a tangled heap on the floor, alongside broken bottles and jars of stock items knocked from the floor-to-ceiling shelves.

The six-foot evergreen tree I’d decorated and placed in the front corner was on its side, colored glass balls shattered around it and scattered on the floor like Christmas confetti. I’d hung a sprig of mistletoe over the door on a lark, dangling it from the entrance bells that rang every time the door was opened. The bells were in a tangled heap next to the tree. I didn’t see the mistletoe anywhere.

If it wasn’t a detonation device that had caused this, than at the very least some kind of fight had occurred here during the night.

My eyes darted across the mess. Fury replaced the tingle of uneasiness as I calculated how long it was going to take to clean it all up.

I stopped short when I found the reason for the sickening smell: a puddle I knew instinctively was blood, splattered across a two-foot by two-foot area. It resembled an obscene Rorschach blob.

At this point it was apparent my annoying brothers weren’t attempting to play a sick joke on me. No, this was far too realistic for anything their man-child imaginations could concoct.

I pulled my cell phone from my purse, fingered in 911, and then darted down the hallway, heading toward the back door I’d come through less than five minutes earlier.

After speaking with the dispatcher, who assured me she was sending a unit to the store immediately and a caution to touch nothing, I hightailed it back out to the parking lot and called my father.  

~ ~ ~ ~ 
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“MADONNA VIOLETTA, WHY didn’t you call me when you found the back door open?” my father asked, thirty minutes later. 

His thick white hair stood all on end and the right side of his face was covered in a web of sheet marks, indicating I’d woken him from a deep sleep. Half of one shirttail was tucked into his suspendered pants, the other, hanging free. He had two different sneakers on his feet, an indication he’d flown the coop fast. As he stood behind the deli counter with me, our two uniformed neighborhood beat cops examined the blood splotch.

“What if somebody was hidin’ in here, little girl? You could’a been hurt. Or worse.”

My father, unlike my mother, tends to keep a tight hold over his emotions and reactions to situations. Perpetually calm and unendingly rational, even when plagued with five obnoxious sons who invented the term rambunctious, Luigi Leonardo San Valentino is the endless calm in a sea of family bedlam. Since my mother has never had any sway over the behavior of her ragazzi—the boys, especially—she’s tended to either ignore everything or get so pazzo—crazy—that nine times out of ten any situation, even the most innocuous and miniscule, could escalate to the equivalent of Mount Vesuvius erupting.

So when my father called me by my full given name instead of Donna, like he had every day of my life, and then little girl, I knew he was genuinely distressed. The sight of the six-foot-three, two hundred and forty pound grizzly bear of a man whose DNA I shared, with his forehead creased like Venetian blinds and the corners of his lips pulled down into two concerned commas, made me want to ease his mind any way possible.

“Daddy.” I wrapped my arms around his barrel chest and squeezed. “I’m okay. No one was lurking, waiting to do God knows what. I got out as soon as I called the cops.”

My father rubbed a beefy hand down my back. Whatever he’d been about to say stayed silent when one of the beat cops asked to speak with him, privately.

“We can use my office,” he said.

“Can I clean that up?” I pointed to the stain. The smell was worsening with each passing moment. “We’re due to open soon.”

“I’m afraid you won’t be opening for business today, Donna,” Angelo Rocconova, one of the cops told me. Angelo, seven years younger than me, has been friends with my twin brothers, Vito and Vinny, since they were all in second grade. To say he grew up in my house wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

“Why not? Can’t I just,” I swiped my hand in the air, “mop it up while you go file a report or something?”

“No.” His tone implied he wasn’t going to argue about it. “We don’t know where the blood came from. We gotta leave it there for the forensics guys to analyze. Don’t touch it, or anything else, okay?”

“Well, when can we open, then? We’ve got a business to run here, Ange. Customers who depend on us.”

“I can’t tell ya that, Donna. Not today, maybe not even tomorrow.” He turned away from me. “Mr. S?”

My father slid me a side-eye, then nodded to the two cops.

“Donna, call the crew. Tell’em we’re closed today and we’ll be in touch later on.”

Fuming, I assured him I would.

He led the officers into his office and before shutting the door behind them added in a lowered voice, “Call your Uncles. Ask them to get over here as quick as they can.”

He didn’t need to tell me which uncles.

I did as asked, first making sure the closed sign was obvious on the front door. From my office I called our staff and told them we were taking an unexpected day off because the store had been broken into. I omitted telling them about the blood I’d found, though.

Chico, our delivery guy, was the only one I couldn’t get in touch with directly, so I left a voice message on his phone.

That done, I called my Uncles, Sonny and Joey. They aren’t really my uncles, not in the true definition of the word, since they aren’t my father’s or my mother’s brothers. They’re daddy’s cousins, boys he’d been raised with and who he’d grown side by side into men with and were still close to. My mother, Gracie, has an older sister named Francesca, my Aunt Frankie, who’s married to Joey. So that makes him my Uncle Joey. In reality, he’s my second cousin—I think—but in the ways of Italian tradition and culture, anyone senior in a close family is called aunt or uncle out of respect.

Yeah, it’s a little weird. But...famiglia, you know?

Both of my uncles assured me they were on their way. 

“Don’t call the cops until we get there and see what’s what,” Sonny ordered.

“Too late. They’re in with daddy right now.”

A long, drama-laced exhale filtered through my cell phone. Sonny’s rep in the family is as “the fixer.” Need a brand new car for way under list price, no credit questions asked, minimal down payment required? Call Sonny and he’ll hook you up. Want to take the little woman to the hottest Broadway show for your anniversary? The one that’s been sold out for six months straight? Give Sonny a jingle and you’ll have two front row tickets waiting for you at the theater box office. For every family wedding and funeral, we’re treated to a fleet of no-cost, maxed-out limousines, courtesy of a guy who knows a guy who owes Sonny a favor. No one in my family ever knows what the favors are and no one asks.

The San Valentino family originated don’t ask, don’t tell long before the military claimed it.

Sonny’s heavy sigh spoke volumes.

“Just keep things under wraps as much as you can, Donna, until me and Joey get there, capisci?”

“Will do.” I didn’t bother telling him I’d already notified our workers.

Daddy was still sequestered with Angelo and his partner and I was getting antsy. 

By now on a normal business day, I’d already have re-stocked the shelves and display cabinets, gotten the sinks and prep areas ready and put out the filled urns, milk and cups for our regular-grab-a-cup-of-coffee-on-the-way-to-work morning customers. Since Angelo had ordered me to touch nothing, I couldn’t occupy my time with any of those ordinary tasks. Even though we weren’t opening today, I hoped we would tomorrow, so I decided to get a jump on the stock ordering. With Christmas on the horizon I needed to ensure we were fully prepared for the holiday onslaught. 

Our supply list grew larger each day, something that warmed my mercenary shopkeeper’s heart. More supplies needed meant more things were being sold, which amounted to greater – here’s the mercenary part – profits.

A cold blast of icy air smacked me in the face when I opened the walk-in refrigerator/freezer where we stored our spoilable items. The usual mounds of deli meats and cheeses, salads, and produce lined the steel shelves from floor to ceiling in the refrigerated section. I ticked each item and the amount we had on-hand off on a clipboard list I’d brought in with me. Then, I moved into the freezer to see if we needed to order any of the bigger meat items. As soon as I walked into the frigid area I tripped over something sticking out from between two of the metal shelves. 

I reached out and braced myself against one of the shelf posts to keep from falling flat on my face and the clipboard fell from my hand. When I stooped to pick it up and find out what I’d stumbled over, it took me a moment to realize what it was.

A sneaker.

Black and white, it looked...familiar. Like I’d seen it in a magazine or a television ad.

I tracked the shoe from the sole, up across the laces—which were dirty, knotted, and speckled with little red droplets—all the way to the tongue. 

Then my gaze traveled further. Up a jeans-clad lower leg.

“What the—”

I left the clipboard on the concrete floor and moved closer to the leg. I don’t think I realized, truly realized, what it was at first.

The one worker I hadn’t been able to notify, Chico, was flat on his back, his wrists bound and folded in his lap, a frosty mask of ice covering his face and something green sticking out of his mouth. A thin boning knife, the kind my father uses to clean fish, protruded from the center of his chest. Little frozen red and white icicles covered his t-shirt.

I may not scare easily, but the amount of times in my life I’ve encountered a dead—no, make that murdered body—can be counted on the fingers of one hand and still have 5 left over. A loud gasp blew through my cold lips as I sprinted back to the door. I needed to tell the cops what I’d found. 

Now.

I flew out of the freezer than yanked the industrial refrigerator door open, shot through it, and barreled, full body, into a solid wall. The wall smelled, strangely, of citrus. I would have bounced back and hit the door if the tangy smelling behemoth hadn’t reached out and, with a grip forged in steel, imprisoned me within hands as large as the ham my mother planned to serve for Christmas dinner in a few weeks.

Trapped and terrified—who wouldn’t be after finding a dead body?—I reacted in the instinctual flight or fight way we’re programed to during danger.

My body chose fight.

One valuable lesson being the sibling routinely charged with breaking up brotherly scuffles has taught me, is how to get out of a death hold. 

In a move I’d learned out of necessity I took a step forward instead of retreating like a person being held routinely would, bent my arms at the elbows, lifted them up and then twisted them inward. The front of my forearms collided with my captor’s and when they did I pressed outward with every ounce of force in me. 

The hold broke.

Before the giant could draw breath and grab me again, I lifted my arms, gripped him by the ears and hauled his head down to meet the knee I’d raised.

A loud, guttural groan reverberated around us.

And then several things happened at once.

The orange smelling wall of a man sputtered, “Jesus Christ, Donna,” while he held his face in his hands.

My father’s furious “Madonna Violetta,” lifted to the ceiling at the same time Angelo Rocconova’s “Holy Shit,” competed with both of them. Another besuited man I didn’t know stood behind the three of them, but he kept his mouth shut and simply stared at the guy I’d kneed.

Confused and breathing like I’d swam the length of the East River twice, my gaze bounced from my wide-eyed and worried father, to a shocked and nervous Ange and then to the bent-at-the-waist colossus in front of me.

My throat bobbed up and down and the moisture in my mouth evaporated when the hulk lifted back to his full height, his piercing and furious gaze mating with mine.  As he’d stood tall I took a step backward, intent on running for the hills.  The now closed steel refrigerator door barred me from making a quick exit.

Looking up at him, my pounding heart stopped cold in my chest.

I knew those eyes. 

Intimately. 

When they weren’t filled with anger and pain, like they were right now, I knew how captivating they could be. The palest of blue and heavily lashed, they tilted up a tiny bit at the corners. Jealousy ramped through me. How unfair was it a man was gifted eyes like this when I’d been cursed with the most dull and boring brown color ever blended? 

Light hair, a mix of natural honey and wheat husks, straight and clipped short covered his head. Shoulders spanning almost as wide as the doorframe were covered by a dark tan sports jacket, the pants a deeper hue of the same color palette.

“Donna,” Angelo said, his voice thick with fear, “why’d you attack Detective Roma?”

“I didn’t attack...wait? Detective?” 

I tried to lick some moisture back into my lips but my salivary glands had gone dormant during the flight or fight response. I glanced at each of the men standing in front me, stopping last on the one Ange had referred to as a detective.

With one hand still cupping his jaw where my knee connected, the man pierced me with his gorgeous gaze and just like I had when I’d been seventeen and climbed into the back seat of his brand new Z8, I lost what little sanity I still had.

“Hey Donna,” Tony Roma said, shaking his head. “Long time and all. I see you’re still as sweet and mild mannered as ever.
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Advice for surviving in a big Italian family: Actions always speak louder than words.

The next few minutes were a buzz of activity.

Once I snapped my shocked mouth closed at having the man I’d given my virginity to, who was now—apparently—a card carrying NYC detective, standing in front of me, a lifetime of ingrained Catholic confession made me blurt out, “I didn’t kill him. He was dead when I found him.”

The four men staring at me stared a little harder.

Before I could be hauled off to jail, an embarrassment my parents would never survive, I beckoned them into the refrigerator. Once they’d all seen who exactly it was I hadn’t killed, Tony Roma - the virginity taker - ordered everyone out. 

Angelo escorted us back to our respective offices. When I asked why we couldn’t wait together, I was told we needed to be kept separated until we could give our statements.

To that I replied I’d just given my statement, namely, telling them I hadn’t killed Chico.

Angelo threw me a speaking glance, told me to stay off the phone then closed the door to my office on his way out. I got the distinct impression he would have locked me in if he could have.

What the heck had happened here last night?

Chico had, obviously, been murdered in the front of the deli, the blood giving every indication of it, and then hauled into the freezer and...stored. 

I’d never get the image of him with the knife sticking in his chest out of my mind for the rest of my days. 

I shuddered and wrapped my arms around myself.

Thoughts of how many health department codes we were in violation of from having a dead body around food we sold popped into my head. That notion led me to all the money we were going to spend to replace the food, and then the revenue we were going to lose because of the enforced shutdown.

When it dawned on me it all paled in comparison to a man loosing his life, I sent up a prayer of contrition for myself, and then a remembrance prayer for Chico’s soul.

Just as I was beginning to wonder how long I’d be held captive in my office, the door opened again and the man I’d been trying to forget for the past seventeen years peeked his head in. 

“If I come in here, Donna, you gonna knee me again?”

Mortified doesn’t begin to do justice to the emotions shunting through me. I bit down on my lip and shook my head. For added measure, I shoved my fisted hands into the pockets of my cardigan to show him any further physical harm wasn’t in my plans.

He pushed the door open and stepped in. I wasn’t sure, because he’d tucked his chin down to his chest, but it looked like he was trying to hide a grin. 

Tony Roma was without doubt the handsomest man I’d ever seen. Truly. He has what my mother calls movie star looks and bedroom charm, a description she only ever uses for her favorite actor, Paul Newman. Even when we’d been kids, Tony’d been a heartbreaker. All the old nonne in my neighborhood had loved to pinch his cheeks and ruffle his mop of unruly hair, my own grandmother included. The oldest of five boys, he’d inherited the lion’s share of looks from his parent’s DNA, the remaining four sons good looking but nothing compared to Tony. Strangers – men and women alike- would stop on the street when he’d walked by.

I’m not kidding.

Time hadn’t done a blessed thing to mar or eradicate his God-given gorgeousness. If it were possible, he was more handsome than he’d been as a teenager.

“Are you really a detective?” 

He closed the door behind him, turned to face me and pointed to my desk.

“Let’s sit down. I need to ask you a few things.”

“So that’s a yes?”

He pointed again.

Reluctantly, I took my chair. Tony planted himself in the one facing my desk.

“I’m sorry about your chin. If I’d known it was you standing behind the door I wouldn’t have, well, reacted like that. But after finding Chico, I was scared shitless.”

“You have quick reflexes, I’ll give you that.” He ran a finger along the curve of his jaw. “Honed, I imagine, from being forced to keep your brothers in line.”

I rolled my eyes and stood again. From my tiny office refrigerator I pulled out a tray of ice cubes from its freezer. 

“That was impossible at the best of times.” I shoved several cubes into a plastic baggie then wrapped it with a dishtowel. “Here. You should ice the area so it doesn’t swell too much more.”

He held it up to his chin. The tiny hiss that blew from between his full lips was upsetting.

“I really am sorry.”

He waved his free hand in the air, dismissively. “I’ve been hit before, and by people much bigger and stronger than you. Although,” he shook his head, “your knee is deadly.”

Saying I was sorry again seemed redundant so I sat back down.

“What do you need to ask me?”

While he kept the ice in place, he questioned me about Chico. 

“He mostly delivered for us and picked up stock when we needed it,” I told him. “We’ve got a bunch of standing business customers we deliver lunch to daily. Some in the area, some in mid-town. Plus he delivered to a few of our shut-ins in the neighborhood. We’re cheaper and have tastier food than meals-on-wheels.”

Tony nodded. “He ever tell you anyone on his delivery route was bothering him, or making things difficult for him?”

“Nope, never.”

“He ever give you the impression something was going on with him, something,” he shrugged, “hinky?”

I squinted at him. “Again, never.”

“Okay.” He shifted in the chair and asked, “How about personal stuff?”

“Like what? I don’t know if he was married or had a girlfriend. Or even a boyfriend, if that’s what you mean. I don’t pry into the staff’s personal business, despite being my mother’s daughter.”

For the first time since coming into my office, he grinned. In a nanosecond it bloomed into one of the killer smiles he’d been famous for, the one that had so convincingly induced me to crawl into the back seat of his Z8 without a second thought about anything from possible pregnancy to being labeled a puttana and banished to a nunnery by my parents if they found out.

“How’s your mother doing? Still as beautiful as ever?”

“And just as nosy, which I’m not. Not with our employees, anyway.”

I was dying to ask him, though, any number of personal things starting with are you married?

“He hang around with anyone here? Grab a beer after work, or spend free time with any of your other employees?”

It was my turn to shake my head. “Chico came in, worked a full day, then left. Simple and easy. What do you know about him that I don’t? Was he involved in something”—I flipped my hand at him—“criminal? We did a background check on him when he applied for the job. Everything ran solid. Uncle Sonny said he was good to go.”

And he should know. Sonny is my father’s go-to when he needs to find out about potential employees and things they’d omitted on their job applications. Even for a job as simple as a driver and delivery guy, Daddy wanted to ensure everyone who worked for him was legit and not a warrant away from incarceration.

Tony thought for a moment, his high forehead grooving in the middle between his full brows. Tiny crinkle lines appeared at the corners of his beautifully shaped eyes. 

He ignored my question.

“So he was never gone for longer than you thought he should be while out on a delivery? Never clocked out or been somewhere you couldn’t reach him if you needed to?”

I shrugged. “Traffic can be a nightmare during lunch hour, so yeah, there were times he took a little longer than we’d planned for. But he always did his job, never complained, and I never received any complaints about him from customers.” 

I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms over my breasts. Tony’s attention flicked down, lingered for a second, then quickly made its way back up to my face. 

“Look.” My voice was a bit more breathless than I’d have liked after seeing the quick burst of heat in the look he tossed my chest. “You gonna tell me what this is all about or not? ‘Cuz I’ve got a dead employee, a dead employee I’ll remind you I found in my freezer, and if that isn’t enough to make me go bat-shit crazy, all these questions are making me nervous Chico was into something bad that could come back on us. Now, out with it. What’s going on?”

Tony sat silent, his intense, blue-eyed gaze trained on me. I’d have hated to be a suspect locked in an interrogation room with him.

After a moment he tossed the towel down on my desk and stood, indicating our little question and answer session had come to an end. Before I could press harder for answers, he said, “Okay. I’ve got something to tell you and your father, so I might as well do it once instead of having to repeat it. Come with me to his office.”

I was surprised when he opened the door, held it for me, and then waited until I went through it first. The little act of old world chivalry wasn’t something I’m used to. My brothers typically burst through any door ahead of me, never hold them open, even for my mother, and many times let them slam back without a care someone is behind them. Despite my mother’s and grandmother’s numerous scoldings and head ticks over the years, the manners they’d tried to instill had never taken root. How the four oldest boys ever convinced girls to marry them is beyond me.

The hallway was littered with people in white jumpsuits going in and out of the walk-in.

“Those are the crime scene techs,” Tony explained. “They’re going over every inch of your freezer, looking for evidence.”

“Gesu.” 

In the span of an hour my life had become a tacky knockoff episode of Law and Order: Deli Crimes.

Angelo Rocconova stood guard outside daddy’s closed office door. When he spotted us, he nodded at Tony, opened the door then stepped back so we could enter.

“Your mother would be so proud of your manners, Ange,” I murmured. It was a ball-busting statement and intended as such. If it weren’t for the fact we didn’t share any DNA, Angelo could have been one of my brothers.

He glared at me, then rolled his eyes and shook his head. I’m chalking the fact he kept silent and didn’t sass me with a snarky comeback to Tony’s presence.

“Madonna, you okay?” Daddy asked as soon as we walked in. He sprinted across the room and pulled me into a hug. Being embraced in those strong and familiar arms did wonders for my nerves.

“Let’s all sit down,” Tony said. 

After we’d settled into chairs, he remained standing, took a breath and slung his hands into his pants pockets.

“First, I know you didn’t kill Chico, Donna.”

To say I was relieved was a grave understatement. Daddy squeezed my hand. 

“I didn’t, but why do you sound so sure?”

A crooked grin ticked up on one side of his face. “Let’s call it a hunch and leave it there.”

“Do you know who did?” Daddy asked. “Or why he was killed and left in my walk-in?”

“I don’t know the why,” Tony said. “As to the who, I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

“Care to share?” 

“In a minute I will, don’t worry.”

“Well, what can you tell us, then?” Daddy asked. “I gotta right to know why one of my employees got shanked in my store.”

Tony nodded. “You do. Chico wasn’t only one of your employees, Mr. S. He was one of my C.I.’s. Confidential informants.”

I don’t know who was more shocked by this, daddy or me. 

“Like in the movies? He, whatayacallit?” Daddy scratched his head with one hand and flapped the other in the air. “Spied for you?”

“That’s one way to describe it,” Tony said.

“Who was he spying on? Someone here, in the deli? Me?”

Daddy’s face turned the color of my Aunt Frankie’s prize winning tomato sauce and his beefy hands started to shake, two things I’d only seen happen once before in my life.

Tony immediately put his hands up in a calming gesture. “No, Mr. S. Not you and not the deli. We know you’re as honest as they come.”

“Who’s we?” I asked after daddy’s color returned to normal.

Tony ran a hand through the clipped hair at his temple and pulled in a breath. 

“What I’m about to tell you is known only by a handful of people outside this room,” he said. “I’m gonna need your word it doesn’t go any further.”

“Why so hush-hush?” my father asked.

Tony shook his head. “Please, Mr. S. Promise me you won’t discuss this with anyone. Not your wife, the other employees, no one.”

My father nodded. “I never tell anything to the wife I want to keep close to the vest. She’s like a human telegram.”

When Tony turned his attention to me, I nodded as well. 

“For the past year I’ve been working a homicide case—”

“You mean another murder?” I couldn’t stop the pitch in my voice going to shriek level. It’s a wonder neighborhood dogs didn’t come barging into the deli at the high wail.

“Madonna, silenzio. Let’im talk,” my father scolded.

“Sorry.” 

Tony glared at me for a few moments, probably waiting for me to have another outburst, before continuing.

“Like I was saying, I’ve been working a case for about a year involving the murder of a guy named Ricky Archetti.”

“Who is he? I mean, was he?” 

Both men stared at me, and it was laughable how similar their expressions were. My father’s shaking head and pursed lips mimicked Tony’s head wag from side to side, accompanied by the corners of his mouth pulling in.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” he asked.

I figured the question was rhetorical so I shrugged then folded my arms across my chest.

“Archetti,” he continued after a moment, “was part of a crew on this side of town responsible for a number of crimes, not the least of which is a fairly widespread meth distribution business. He was arrested last year on drug possession. I was able to turn him and he was going to give evidence against the crew’s leader for a reduced charge.”

“Did he?” I asked.

His jaw clenched when he answered, “No.”

“Somebody got to him first,” my father said.

Tony nodded. “One shot to the head while he was under police protection.”

“So what’s this Archetti got to do with Chico?” I asked.

“We were never able to pin Archetti’s murder on anyone. We figured it was the head of the crew, a guy who goes by the name Track, but we couldn’t find any evidence linking him directly to the murder. The plan was to get someone on the inside, to dig deep, maybe discover something we could use or that pointed to him.”

“And Chico was your inside guy?” my father asked.

“Yeah.”

“How did he come to be your informant?” I asked. 

Tony hit me with a hard look that told me I was better off not knowing the particulars.

“That’s privileged, Donna. Suffice it to say it was enough for him to agree readily to help. He’s been on the inside for the past four months ever since he started driving for you.”

“Not any more,” I thought to myself. Or thought I did. Unfortunately, my words found themselves spoken aloud.

“No, not any more. You’re right.” Tony hung his head.

“So somebody found out he was a snitch?” Daddy asked. 

“That’s the working theory.”

“Why’d they kill him in my store?”

“I have no idea. Chico checked in about once every other week. I got a text from him yesterday saying he needed to talk to me about something. We arranged to meet up at our usual spot tonight when he got off work.”

I didn’t feel it prudent to say that wasn’t going to happen now, not since the man in question was currently zipped into a body bag. 

“You have any idea what he wanted to tell you?” I asked.

“No. Now I need to know, do you have security cameras anywhere?”

“Just one overlooking the back parking lot,” Daddy said. “I feel kinda...creepy...having them in the store; watching people all day long. I’ve never had any cause to suspect any one who works here of doing anything wrong.”

“Okay, I’ll need to see that footage.”

“It’s on a continual disc that erases itself and reboots every thirty days,” I told him. “The feed goes to the computer in my office.”

With a nod to me, he asked my father, “What about keys? Who has them to the store besides you and Donna?”

“There’s a spare set in a dresser drawer at the house in case one of us looses our own. No one else has keys.”

“None of the other employees? Not even your wife or anyone else in your family?”

“Donna’s the only one I trust to have the other keys. Since she’s here with me seven days a week, it makes sense. No one else works that much and she always opens up in the morning. I close at night.” He shrugged in the way only an Italian father can. “No one else needs a key ‘cause one of us is always here. When the store is closed it’s always alarmed so if anyone breaks in, we’d know.”

“Did Chico know the alarm code?” Tony asked. 

“No one does, aside from me and Donna.”

“Then how did he get in last night?” Tony asked. “Was he here when you closed?”

Daddy’s wooly worm eyebrows kissed above his nose. “No. I was alone after we closed the store. Worked about an hour sweeping and mopping up, then headed home.”

“And you’re sure you set the alarm, that you locked the store?”

If insulted had a poster child, right then it would have been Daddy. He squared his shoulders and even though he was sitting, managed to look down his prominent nose at Tony. “I always do.” He turned to me. “Madonna, call up that app thing to show him.”

I was prevented from doing so when shouting filtered through the closed door. The voices grew louder and a heartbeat later the door blew open like a hurricane force wind pushed it, and my uncles exploded into the room.

My Uncle Sonny was first, Uncle Joey a close second and both of them wore fury on their faces like nonna used to when my brothers were acting particularly obnoxious. They scanned the room, their gazes ping-ponging from my father, to me, Tony—for whom each of them threw a suspicious, squinty eyed glare—and then settling back on my father.

“Louie, this moke,” Uncle Sonny shot his thumb over his shoulder, indicating Angelo, “tried to keep us outta here, saying you was being interviewed.”

“Detective, I’m so sorry,” Angelo cried, elbowing through my uncles. “They pushed right through the guard at the front door. I tried to tell them you couldn’t be disturbed, but they wouldn’t listen—”

“No worries, Ange. I’m acquainted with these two...gentlemen.” His lips pinched in annoyance and a long breath full of resignation blew from his nose. “It’s okay. You can leave us.”

Angelo’s head snapped from my uncles back to Tony. “You sure?” he asked in a voice that told me he thought Tony should be anything but.

“Yeah. It’s fine. Close the door again, okay?”

Angelo pulled back his shoulders and gave my uncles what I figured was his I mean business cop glare as he walked back out.

“Ange is actin’ too big for his britches these days,” Uncle Joey said once we were alone.

“What’s going on here?” Uncle Sonny asked, adopting his typical intimidating stance: his knee length wool coat drawn to his sides as his hands shot into the back pockets of his trousers, shoulders tight, chin dropped, and rocking back and forth on his feet. I’d witnessed this power posture often while growing up, usually when one of my brothers or cousins needed to be taken in hand and Sonny was the adult in the room in charge of dishing out discipline.

Tony ignored the question, his attention, instead, focusing back on my father.

“I assume you called them?” he asked.

“I did,” I said, wanting my father to be absolved of all blame and therefore not subjected to scrutiny. Tony said he knew I hadn’t killed Chico, but he never said anything about my father not being a suspect, though, only that he was honest. Honest people commit murder the same as crooks do. Given enough incentive, anyone could.

“After I told her to,” my father said, shunting a steely eye my way.

“Daddy—”

“I don’t hear nobody answerin’ my question,” Sonny said. I had to stifle a giggle at the sixty-something bear of a man sporting a petulant pout like my toddler nephews did when they didn’t get their way.

It was apparent in the way he continued to ignore my uncle Tony wasn’t a man easily intimidated. With his attention still on my father, he asked, “You’re sure Chico never got any visitors here at the store, anyone he had to, say, go take a break with? Something out of the ordinary like that?”
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