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        Dirty Bargain Playlist

      

        

      
        https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5YivSt3w9xfk06s7UBqgfr

      

        

      
        Love the Way you Lie (Eminen, Rhianna)

        Beth (Champion, Veela)

        Made me Feel (Chapmion Remix)

        Liar (Camila Cabello)

        Higher (Chapmion Remix)

        Save your Tears (Weekend, Arianna Grande)

        You are the Reason (Calum Scott)

        Dancing with the Devil (Demi Lovato)

      

      

      

      Marchello and Prende’s story ends at the epic wedding event that will pickup with book #4. As always, this book concludes and leaves questions that will be answered in Dirty Born.

      While I know some Italian, I’ve put together some Italian and Albanian words in the glossary should you come across them while reading and wonder what they mean. I hope you enjoy book #3!
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      Albanaian

      

      Dritë e syrit, Light of my eyes (Usually, it’s used by a parent to call this their children, and especially for Fathers towards their daughters)  

      

      Italian

      Allora, so

      Buongiorno, good morning

      Buona sera, good evening

      Buona notte, good night

      Ciao, hello

      Famiglia, family

      Nonno, grandpa

      Perfecto, perfect

      Per favore, please

      scusi, excuse me

      Schiacciata. An Italain bread made with milk that makes the most incredible sandwiches

      un doppio espresso, double espresso
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            MARCHELLO

          

        

      

    

    
      The crisp scent of the first rain after weeks of dryness lingers in the air as I get into my sports car, heading out for a long night. The rain has cleaned the air and brings in a refreshing cool wind.

      The once colorful leaves of rich reds, yellows, and green are now dark and decaying as they blow around as I speed by, testing the speed limits as my Ferrari takes the curves over the old, narrow roads. The sign ahead of me announces the town of Scandicci, located south of Florence.

      Tonight’s high-stakes poker game is being held in a dimly lit banquet room in what was once an elegant hotel. The location and the quiet town make this a safe place to use for illicit gambling because law enforcement would never think to look here.

      Keeping an eye on the players in the room, I make sure they aren’t cheating. It sounds ridiculous, considering the buy-in is in the double digits, but wealth is no indication of a man’s integrity when his chips are down, no pun intended.

      I hide my mischievous smirk behind my hand as I read the men in the room. Most of them I know, and the ones I don’t, have been vouched for by someone I have met. I still vet them as much as possible to ensure they aren’t snitches.

      Unsurprisingly, I spent all my spare time playing chess and card games as a child. Even though I love a good game and strategy flows through my veins, it’s better to be on this side of the table. I can read people, which is a useful gift, especially in the dangerous world of organized crime with deceit and debauchery.

      A waitress who wears a shirt showing cleavage stops and asks if I want a drink. I tell her I want a soft drink. I cannot afford to look unprofessional or blur the line between me and the guests. I need a clear head, so drinking alcohol is reserved for the clubs.

      I can always tell when Mr. Costa is getting nervous. He pushes his silver-rimmed glasses up on his nose and chews on his lower lip. Sure enough, it’s not long before he folds his cards face down on the felt-lined table, and without much ado, leaves his seat. Last week he asked me to carry his debt, so now he’s only paying the interest.

      I’m relieved he’s out of the game early, and even though his wife recently passed, business is business. His debt will need to be settled. He’s been a faithful client over the years, but he’s squandering his money. Is it out of loneliness?

      Boredom?

      The young woman I hired to serve top-shelf liquor brings Mr. Costa a glass of Campari. She’s not from here, her Italian is broken, and her Albanian accent serves as yet another reminder Italy is more of a cosmopolitan country than thirty years ago when it was mostly Italian. Over the past decades, the influx of refugees from surrounding countries has changed our landscape forever.

      The waitresses won’t report me for illegal gambling because they are illegals. And unlike other bosses, I pay them instead of screwing them over, and now I have cheap, trustworthy labor. The word gets around their communities, and I gain more workers.

      I rent this space from the hotel and pay off the managers to stay silent. I order overpriced trays of fruit and cheese and the most expensive Italian meats from the famous butchers in Florence to keep the guests from getting hungry. There’s no clock on the wall, another way to keep the game going to the wee hours of the morning.

      I am drawn again to the young girl serving and wonder what brought her to Italy. Then I remember I don’t care and I don’t like people from any other country for that matter especially after the Albanian mafia infiltrated our government. They have more aptitude than we anticipated and then have the balls to make a move on our nightclubs.

      They used to operate in the north until this past year when they blatantly moved south to sell their drugs in our clubs. They knew better, but it didn’t stop them from this premeditated infraction, which had to be dealt with. It is my understanding Dante handled it.

      Supposedly, the family made a move, and Francesca and Sal were involved.

      Ah. Francesca, my older brother’s fiancée. I can’t help but approve of a woman as smart and savvy as her—she’s not one to over-share, preferring to let her actions speak louder than any words. With those lethal hands, she’s someone I want on my side when shit goes down. She’s a real hellcat if I ever saw one. Women like her don’t come along often, so it’s up to men like me to stay vigilant in this business dominated by men.

      I know Sal and Francesca went on a long weekend ski trip to Milan and then traveled further north. One of our soldiers heard on the street the Albanian who muscled in on us, Argon, disappeared.

      It’s not much of a stretch to assume we are responsible for his disappearance, and it will be interesting to find out what happened to him.

      My oldest brother, the don, Dante, keeps me in my place, and I don’t mind most of the time. If I feel unappreciated, I laugh it off and try to keep a good attitude because we’re family, and if I do my job and bring in the money. I keep my luxury condo in downtown Florence, I have my sports car, and there are plenty of euros to throw around.

      Mr. Costa approaches me after the waitress leaves to check on the men at the table.

      “So, I’ll make a payment to you this week.”

      “You’re behind, Gio.” I refuse to meet his eyes as I cross my arms over my broad chest. My stance is that of a man with military service, but I have none. It’s a habit I picked up from some of the best bodyguards money and loyalty can buy.

      “Yes, I know. I will make it up to you. You know me.”

      Without looking, I know he’s going to place his hand on his chest to imply he’s honest and a man of his word.

      But I know better than to trust the word of an addict.

      “You’re late, Gio. You need to come up with all of it or lay off.”

      “I’ll meet your guy this week, like normal, with the full amount.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I don’t argue with him. Maybe he’ll cash in something and come up with the funds. If not, he’ll be cut off from any further games. If that happens, I’ll have to find a new location for next week’s game.

      We say our goodnights, and he leaves. The number of men around the table steadily shrinks as one after another loses all their chips and calls it quits.

      Some guys do this for fun and can afford to lose, others can’t afford their losing streak, and it will cost them, which puts more money in my pocket. Shitty luck happens, so I need to recruit new players and keep fresh blood coming in continually.

      Other high-stakes poker games are going on in our organization. But I run the most lucrative games thanks to my networking among the jet-set crowd with money to burn.

      Modern times have forced crime families to go into legitimate businesses. I have a shell company of cash businesses like laundromats we use to wash the dirty money. We are a family made up of numerous families across Italy who all have a role to play and a line to tow.

      I push back the cuff of my blue Brunello Cucinelli sweater and check the time on a Rolex costing more than most family cars. It’s two in the morning, and I can tell the players are tapped out.

      Currently, the elections keep law enforcement more concerned over protests than pursuing organized crime, but I’m still vigilant. Besides, It would be a shame for a car that goes sixty miles an hour in seconds and is the same Rosso Corsa color as our Italian racing team to be impounded.

      It’s not all sunshine and fragrant flowers circling around my feet. We were recently at war in the south with Francesca’s family, but we emerged victorious and unscathed for the most part. The loss of life is minimal.

      Everyone imagines my life as a bachelor in the flourishing city of Florence means I have it made. And for the most part, I do. I have my condo, which few men my age can say, because living in the city is so expensive. Most of my contemporaries and many of our younger members live with their parents.

      My handsome face and rock-hard body serve as an appetizer for young girls looking for a man to buy them drinks and show them a good time. I can do all that and more. It doesn’t hurt that my brother Sal owns a popular nightclub downtown. I’m rarely at a loss for the company, although I sometimes feel empty inside and don’t understand why.

      The poker game wraps up as my toes protest inside my brown leather dress shoes. I’d rather be wearing my black and white Ferragamo sneakers.

      My brothers make fun of my love for shoes, but I think they are jealous. It doesn’t help I’m the baby in the family and the only one Mama sends home with leftovers from family dinners on Sunday.

      No one is allowed to help her in the kitchen, but with the addition of a new daughter-in-law next month, maybe she will loosen the reins a bit.

      She slaves all day perfecting her sauce, adding fresh San Marzano tomatoes, sausage, basil, and a pinch of sage. The sauce is sweetened to perfection. I think she adds red wine to it, but she’ll never tell me which one, saying every woman needs a few secrets.
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        * * *

      

      Returning to my condo on the fourth floor, I flick on the light, and a soft yellow glow warms the kitchen. After working all night, the last thing I need is harsh LED lights burning my retinas. My eyes are raw and bloodshot from working around furnaces running full blast to warm the air because Florence can get nippy in December.

      I toss my keys and briefcase full of money on the kitchen table before pouring myself a shot of tequila from the freezer. It will warm me up and might even help me sleep.

      I love ’em and leave ’em, but on nights like this, it would be nice to have Angelica in my bed on nights like this. But she’s on a tropical island for a week modeling swimsuits. Lucky girl.

      I give her enough space to make her think I’m unattainable. Italian men are such flirts. For any girl to take us seriously is a crime. We like to be carefree and spontaneous. Besides, marriage is unproductive. It’s got to be a drain to be with the same person forever.

      I play the game of single people, particularly Italian men, play. Because our lifestyle involves constantly rotating men and women, the most we can hope for is to find someone compatible to share lonely nights with until the right one comes along.

      Luckily for me, I don’t have to marry anyone for the family. I’m too young to decide my future, and Mama is too busy planning Dante’s wedding to nag me about finding a wife.

      Sal and Francesca will be next in line, so the family tradition continues of marrying Italian women and producing the next generation of Michelis to take over the empire we’re building. Of course, there is always the chance something terrible can happen, but the fighting in the streets is mostly in Sicily, so I thank God for that.

      However, we’ll have friends and foes around at Dante’s wedding because we typically do business at family functions. Just because he is a don and not at war with anyone, it doesn’t mean he’s untouchable. I’ll have to have his back, and the same goes for all our security details and soldiers who work the streets every day and get their hands dirty conducting business we’d rather not do ourselves.

      I carry my chilled shot glass to my large balcony overlooking the sleeping city of Florence. The fog has lifted; I can make out the Pointe Vecchio spanning over the Arno River.

      This time of day is the last opportunity to enjoy the peace and quiet before the streets fill with the noise of cars and trams bringing people in from the ’burbs. I’m used to church bells in the background but will never get used to car horns and police sirens.

      It took years to build the annoying commuter tram from the airport just outside of Florence to the main train station in the city. It runs constantly and impedes traffic which is already ridiculous. It’s become commonplace for most homes to have two cars now, which means more traffic and aggravation. Parking has always been a problem, but now it’s a nightmare.

      Florence used to have a large open-air market selling local products, but elected officials determined it was more profitable to replace it with trendy shops for tourists. Times are changing. I can’t say I’m a fan.

      Now it’s hard to find a leather purse or belt with ‘Made in Florence’ stamped on it. The irony of it. Leather goods used to be a trademark of Italian workmanship and a huge export, along with some of the most notable fashion designers of the twentieth century.

      Today, one of our profitable side businesses is making knockoffs of designer brands and selling them internationally. The fines have increased if we’re caught, but we always have plenty of fences and numerous fronts on different continents.

      Only today, it’s not just our family, but other families who have their family connections and skill sets to keep the money flowing. It’s the age of interdependency to an extent. I’m not sure which came first, the euro becoming the currency for the European market or criminal organizations working together. But the Albanians are determined to crawl up our asses. Italy isn’t how it used to be when Nonno, my  Grandapa, ran things.

      Back then, men worked in the factories making leather shoes and purses. And the mafia was run by Italians like New York City’s Italian section.

      I have no issue “with each to their own.” In fact, I applaud it. The Irish had their share of Boston, but the world is not so linear anymore, and it’s hard to tell who your friends are. We basically trust no one except our immediate family.

      I can’t pinpoint what changed, but we’ve worked with other syndicates since Papa died. He was reluctant to do so, but we recognize an interconnected economy is the wave of the future. With the euro solidifying most of Europe, it’s a no-brainer. Change is inevitable, and it’s better to usher it in than resist. I, myself, like the path of least resistance but tend to be old-fashioned and romantic.

      I’m not quite cut from the same cloth as the rest of my generation. That would be too boring, and I get enough of that with our high-stakes poker nights with the familiar faces and conversations. Our job isn’t always pretty or easy, and it makes me appreciate times like this when things are running smoothly. I try not to add stress by worrying about things I can’t control.

      I toss back my tequila and go inside as the furnace kicks on, pumping warm, dry air into my condo. I retrace my steps to the kitchen my soon-to-be-sister-in-law, Juliet, helped me redesign. It’s now state-of-the-art with marble countertops and stainless-steel appliances.

      She’s a talented girl with colors and did a great job matching the high bar chairs in the kitchen with the dining room furniture. They are different heights, but the gray leather on the chairs match and pull together the open floor plan.

      We had to bribe a few building officials and fudge a few permits, but that’s how things get done. It’s not as bad as Mexico, but cash in hand goes a long way. We paid whatever we needed to purchase the neighboring condo and knock down the adjoining wall, doubling my living space. All in all, it was worth it.

      Leaving my shot glass in the sink for the maid, I grab my worn briefcase and head to my office. My safe is behind a fake bookcase. I enter a code on the keypad, and the safe opens. The briefcase fits inside, and no one is the wiser should the place be searched.

      This is a temporary stop for the stash of euros Sal will launder at his club. Tomorrow, I’ll swing by our laundromat to pick up money from Tomasso to take to Sal. I hear my right-hand man has a new soldier under him I want to meet, and even though I trust Tomasso, it doesn’t hurt to keep an eye on anyone who might be moving up the ranks.

      I’ve never been as visible as my brothers. I’ve been handling the poker games for years, rotating locations and never planning them more than twelve hours in advance.

      Undressing on the way to my bedroom, I pull off my sweater and shirt. I toss my tailored Versace suit jacket onto the back of a chair and kick off my shoes.

      I strip naked and crawl under the high thread count sheets. The coldness greets me like a jilted lover—cold, harsh, and unforgiving. I shiver and rub my legs and feet over the sheets to warm them up. This is when a girlfriend or a dog would come in handy, but that would involve commitment.
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      I left the ski lift at nine p.m. as snowflakes fluttered to the ground like magical reminders of nature’s beauty, and all too often, I take it for granted. I’m partial to winter, preferring it over the long, hot summers.

      The path has so much traffic the snow on the sidewalk has melted in the middle, making walking easy. It’s nice with black poles, which are shorter than regular streetlights and look elegant. They have small, rounded globes at the top, and the light is from standard yellow light bulbs, which adds to the ambiance. They remind me of something one would see in high-class neighborhoods. Normally, snow accumulates everywhere as we are in parts of the Alps at the height of ski season. But tonight, there’s no need for the staff to shovel the doorstep as the snow looks like it’s dissipating.

      Ahead of me is our glamorous hotel in Cervinia, Italy. Imagine The Sound of Music set with Italian lettering on the buildings. Numerous languages are spoken here, reflecting the number of foreigners drawn here for world-class skiing. There are many towns like this, a blend between the old world and the new, and where the culture of the Swiss and the Italians collide.

      The mountains are majestic this time of the year. The weather is sublime as the days are blessed with sunshine to warm the air, but it doesn’t melt the snow. There is a perfect relationship between the two, and it makes for prime skiing. I’m lucky the weather has made my trip down the mountain a dream.

      I amble along, taking note of the trees casting shadows along the way. All the towns in the area make Christmas special with holiday decorations, warm drinks, fires, and animated tourists here on holiday. I’m glad Papa was up for a vacation this year.

      The most enjoyable part about holiday reprieves is that this is the one place Papa isn’t controlling my life. He’s always asking where I’m going and questions who I’m hanging out with to the point it’s oppressive. I can take care of myself. And to top it off, my florist business is doing well. I can support myself, but I don’t have the heart to move out of our condo because he’d be alone.

      Our place is large enough, and I keep an eye on Papa to make sure he’s taking care of himself. It’s the least I can do since we’re both alone. But here, I know friends surround him, and they will distract him from getting sad because Mama isn’t here. Besides, he loves to hang out in the lodge or the bar. He says it keeps him warm. Maybe he likes looking at the cute waitresses.

      That being said, he has embraced his love of whiskey to keep a smile on his lips, but there is no one he loves more than friends except me.

      I haven’t done much without my parents. Attending the local university didn’t get me far from home, and that’s considered normal in Italy. But it doesn’t stop Papa from being hyper-vigilant about my safety, and for many years I assumed he was being paranoid. However, before Mama passed, she warned me that there was another side to my papa I hadn’t seen.

      It sounded cryptic at the time. Papa came into her room, and she never got the opportunity to explain what she meant. But it’s stuck in my head, along with other strange things about my father, like the fact that we don’t know his side of the family. I’ve inherited a crazy Aunt Sofia, my mother’s sister, who lives in the area. Other than her, I don’t have many relatives. And we rarely see her. I don’t think she approves of Papa.

      The door to the hotel opens, and the kids exiting hold it open for me as I thank them and enter. I stomp my boots on the mat before walking on the cushioned, non-skid mats they have over the tile as I tug my winter hat off and run my fingers through my hair to fluff up my dark brown curls. My hair reaches the middle of my back. It might be passé for a woman in her mid-twenties to wear it this long, but I receive compliments on how beautiful it is, and to be honest, it reminds me of Mama. She had curly hair, too.

      Papa’s hair is darker, but he’s older, and it’s mostly gray now. He’s been going to the same barber for ten years to have his beard trimmed, preferring to give his business to fellow Albanians. He might live in Italy, but he loves his culture, and our neighborhood is comprised of families from Albania, so it’s easy to maintain our customs as our streets have stores with traditional foods and local shop owners.

      My boots don’t make a sound as I make my way over the tiled floors. I make a game out of guessing the languages I hear as I pass the main lobby, and I’m still listening as I reach the bar.

      The room is filled with tables. I can tell one man is speaking German to his girlfriend, and the next table is a French couple who are in a debate judging from the tone of their voices. This is a popular international gathering place due to the mountains. I move amongst the high-top tables and see my father standing at the bar.

      Papa is a tall, distinguished man with a large frame leaning over the bar, telling a story of some fight or dispute with men on the street. He’s still handsome for his age. I observe him as he raises the rock glass filled with Dewar’s and downs the last sip.

      “Ah.” I slide my gloves off as the snow on my ski jacket melts into thin air. “Papa, don’t overdo it.”

      He turns to me, his harsh face turns to a glow as his eyes fall on me, and he leans towards me to speak because the room is filled with dishes and beer mugs clinking. The waitresses wear Bavarian-styled uniforms, and their arms are laden with plates and trays.

      “Dritë e syrit,” he replies as he hugs me to him like he would a small child.

      “Papa, how are you?” I hug him, and even though I’m five feet six, he’s inches taller.

      “Fine, fine.” He releases me. “Did you have a good time?” His voice is heavy, and his eyes look tired.

      “Always.” I smile; he knows I love to ski.

      I move from my dad to the man beside him, who has several years on Papa, but he has taken me in like he would if I was his own. “Uncle Besnik.”

      We exchange a hug and kiss each other on each cheek. He’s more like a second father than an uncle. I’ve always called him uncle, even though we are not related.

      “Drink with us,” Papa encourages me. His face has a reddish flush to it, which is common for the altitude and the sunburn from the sun’s glare off of the snow. Not that he’s on the slopes much.

      “No, thanks.” I smile demurely.

      Papa chuckles and orders another drink, but his boisterous behavior tells me he’s been drinking for some time.

      There’s nothing wrong with having some fun. He seems to be a bit stressed lately, so this mini-vacation came at a good time.

      The flower shop is always busy before Christmas, but I took the time off, knowing my employees could handle things for a few days. I rarely get away, and when I do, it’s not for long. Soon, the holidays will be here, and I’ll work around the clock.

      Overall, life is good.

      “Ah, have a drink, Prende,” Besnik nudges me. He considers us his family, and as far as I know, he doesn’t have one of his own. And to avoid spending the holidays alone, he spends the holidays with us and always has a seat at our dinner table.

      “Maybe just an Amaretto vodka with raspberry-white chocolate liqueur.” I give in, knowing I can’t refuse them any longer because it’s a foregone conclusion at this point. They tend to act more like brothers at times. In my heart, I know this is their way of including me in their boys’ club, so I drink because it will make them both happy.

      I’m not one to drink, but it will warm me up. Maybe help me sleep. The air here is fresh, and all the physical activity tires me out, as it should.

      “Coming right up,” Besnik replies, turning to the woman behind the bar and flirting with the young, pretty bartender who passes by. He’s never shy with the ladies, even when he knows it’s going nowhere. Whenever I ask why he never married, he always says he can’t be faithful to just one woman.

      I remember Papa saying he and Besnik went to school together back in Kosovo. It was around the time of the Serb and Kosovo conflict when my ancestors were murdered. He took Papa under his wing, and they fled to Italy together. Not long after, Papa met Mama in a small community of Albanians who were already established in Italy, and the rest is history, as they say.

      Papa and Besnik never talk about what they experienced growing up, but I’ve read about it in school and am happy to be born in Italy, where we’re safe. I hear Albania is beautiful, and it’s just across the water from Italy, but I doubt I’ll ever visit my parent’s homeland.

      “Have you made any friends?” Papa asks.

      Besnik hands me my drink. I’m under their scrutiny. Like an insect in a biology lab, I am always being examined, but I’m not a little girl anymore who needs them to scare away bad men.

      “No, just skiing mostly.” I’m not bothering to tell him I spoke to some young Italian guys who were chatting me up in the ski lift. The less he knows, the better. I don’t want to be interrogated tonight, especially here in front of the jet-set crowd.

      I clearly don’t fit in as I see the women all dressed in finery. And who wears expensive jewelry on vacation? I would be afraid I’d lose it or someone would steal it. Their makeup and hair rival that of movie stars. Most of the time, I don’t even wear makeup.

      That’s why I love to ski. I get lost in my head and feel no need to compare myself to others. I relax as I take a sip of my drink enjoying the flavors on my tongue and the warmth in my belly. I watch a couple sitting at the bar, necking and giggling, and briefly wish I had a boyfriend in my life.

      By now, I should have outgrown my insecurities around others my own age, but I’m my own worst critic.

      I sip some more as the guys carry on with their friends at the bar. I’ve never been the social one. I’m the wallflower, the girl from that 80s movie about dancing. Only I’m Baby, and I’ve been put in the corner. If it wasn’t for the adoring eyes of my parents, I don’t know if I’d be where I am today. Men around here like to take women in with their eyes first and their checkbooks later.

      I look down at the ski jacket that masks what I view as non-existent breasts compared to all the women here with perfect bodies. Men love big butts as much as they love big boobs, and these ski clothes do nothing to show off my curvy buttocks, which is what would get me noticed, ironically.

      Papa is pointing out a good-looking man passing by and predicting he will talk to me. I’m not that unfortunate in the looks department, and I know I should have a serious boyfriend by now.

      However, between school, the flower shop, and taking care of Mama, I never had any time to myself, let alone time to devote to someone special. During her final years, all I remember was being tired and drained all the time and barely able to take care of myself.

      Maybe Papa puts so much pressure on me to succeed because he wants me to be better than him. He wasn’t good in school, so he pushed me to pursue a higher education. He never wanted to see me stuck doing something I hated.

      I move to let others pass by us as I stand next to the filled bar stools. This is a busy place tonight. And with skiing season, the hotels are all booked, and there are long lines to get on a lift, rent equipment, and buy food.

      I watch Papa share a laugh with some young women at the next table, but I know he’s only playing around. He never had eyes for anyone but Mama.

      I wonder where he really goes when he leaves for his construction job, especially when he owns no tools. As a kid, I picked up on the discrepancies but gave him his privacy. He’s an imposing man, used to getting his way, and he is old school —not just any woman could be with him.

      However, I’m not sure I can trust the man I’ve known my entire life, especially after he calls people to fix things that break in our condo. Shouldn’t he know how to fix stuff if he’s in construction? He gets annoyed when I point this out, so I drop it. But the jig is up.

      I know he does something to make money but never talks about it. It involves odd hours with no set schedules or predictable routines. I guess this vacation is as predictable as it comes when dealing with him.

      There are plenty of nights when Besnik delivers Papa home after too many drinks. I think he’s drinking too much, and I’m worried about him. It can’t all be from missing Mama.

      I smile and make conversation, doing what is expected. I’m expected to be happy and complacent, so I am… until I notice an older man staring at me at the far end of the bar. It’s creeping me out; he has a pretty woman on his arm and others around him, but he only has eyes for me.

      Sure, he’s dressed nice, but I can tell there is something off about him, and I excuse myself as soon as I’ve finished my drink, giving Papa and Besnik a hug and kiss. Heading to my room, I look over my shoulder more than twice to make sure no one is following me. Papa taught me to trust my instincts, and my instinct tells me to distance myself from the creepy dude.
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        * * *

      

      I hear thuds in my sleep. I fight the noise. I come through, barely conscious, and fists are pounding on my door. Someone in my semi-conscious dream is trying to wake me, and the shouting and thuds are killing my dreams. I was in a garden, picking flowers for a vase on the table, before a rainstorm on the horizon rolled through.

      I’ve always wanted to walk out a front door and have my bare feet land in the grass. That’s why it’s a dream. It will never happen as we live in a city filled with condos, but I’d love a house in the country so I can have a garden.

      My unconscious mind awakens, and I realize the noise is coming from my bedroom door. I open my eyes, and the room is still dark. Even with the blinds drawn, I expect some morning light to filter in. I’m confused. What time is it? It must still be nighttime. I turn on the bedside lamp and grab a sweater to throw over my nightgown.

      I can hear Besnik on the other side of the door speaking rapidly in Albanian.

      “What? Papa? What are you saying? He can’t be gone. He’s downstairs,” I reply, unlocking my door as quickly as possible.

      Besnik throws the door open and takes me by the shoulders, obviously in shock but still animated as he continues to repeat himself, and he slightly shakes me to impress upon me that this isn’t a fire drill.

      His face is pale, and his eyes are bloodshot. He’s drunk and struggling to form sentences. He can’t be right. Papa can’t be dead. I just saw him. Surely this is a mistake.

      “Hold on, okay?” I return to grab my robe and rush to keep up with him on his way to the elevator.

      We step off the elevator and make our way toward the hotel bar, where a group of people is milling around.

      We get to an area cordoned off with police tape and surrounded by spectators looking over each other’s shoulders to get a glimpse of something. The lights have been turned up and are much brighter than they were before.

      Men in suits are interviewing some couples at a nearby table. I assume they are detectives. It feels like I’m in an episode of the American TV show Law and Order.

      Papa is on the ground. Only I can’t get to him. Besnik is explaining he just dropped when I catch my first good look at Papa. I find he’s covered in a sheet. They then put him in a body bag before he’s lifted by men in paper suits and booties. He’s being wheeled on a gurney and out the door without a word to anyone.

      “Papa!” I yell as if it would change anything, but I can’t stop myself. This can’t be right. They must have the wrong person. Shockwaves of terror hit me like a small earthquake, tremors follow, I shiver, then shake. A few at first, then more until I understand that this is real and not a delusion. Tears build in my eyes as reality erases my groggy state of brain fog and denial.

      I’m in a tunnel where someone is speaking, but it’s garbled, and nothing registers as yet another man in uniform approaches me to try again. I can’t comprehend. Not because he’s speaking a foreign language. It’s more like I’m watching a movie, and the soundtrack is off.

      The uniformed man steps before me to prevent me from getting to my father. I can see over his shoulder that they’re taking my father away, and I get one last glimpse of him being wheeled out before he’s out of sight.

      This is a nightmare… Papa wouldn’t abandon me.

      Besnik pulls me away from the uniformed officer to wrap his arms around me.

      “It can’t be him, Besnik. It can’t.”

      “I know, I know. I was with him. He just passed out. It took a minute for me to realize it wasn’t normal, and he wasn’t breathing.”

      His voice is slightly slurred, and strong alcohol is still on his breath.

      “What. . . what happened?” I ask, my face buried in his soft cable knit sweater. I feel safe in his thick arms and solid chest. He’s a big man, but by no means is he obese.

      “I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to wait for more information.” He holds me tight, telling me he’s so sorry and not to worry.

      After leading us to a table away from the nosy rubberneckers and whispering voices, an officer asks me more questions.

      Besnik sits beside me and gives the officer his recollection of the evening. I give the polizia information on my papa and myself. They say they will call me with updates when they have them. It’s an active case.

      What does that mean? My father is dead. That means now I’m an orphan. Tears that started as a trickle now pour down my face. Like a tsunami, the grief swallows me up as I realize that I’m alone in this world.

      Besnik helps me to my room and says he’ll come to get me in the morning for breakfast. Food is the last thing I’m interested in as I lay my head on the thick, down pillow and dry my eyes with the sheet.

      Like a toddler with their favorite security blanket, I cling to the duvet comforter and pull it around myself like it’s my invisibility shield.

      I shudder, but I’m not cold. I long for sleep to envelop me and save me from this all-consuming grief.

      I’m tired, and yet I’ve done nothing. I close my eyes and remember Papa telling me to be nice to Mama and stop being a bratty teenager. I cry out of guilt for every time I sassed her. Now with Papa, I regret that he will never see me married or enjoy his grandchildren.

      I have memories of him teaching me to ride a bike and attending my graduation at the local university and the incredible smile on his face. He was so proud. He bragged to everyone on the street as we went to a small private party afterward.

      And now it’s all gone. The memories bring another round of tears, and gut-wrenching cries fill the empty room. I fall asleep out of exhaustion, but you can bet your last euro that I’ll ask questions when I get up.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the sound of service carts being wheeled down the hallway. It’s unnatural knowing that Papa won’t be coming to pick me up for coffee and breakfast on our way to the ski slopes.

      I call the concierge and have him put me through to the local coroner’s office, where I speak to a man named Ramon. His Italian is pretty good for a foreigner, and that’s why they all speak Italian. Otherwise, we’d never get anything done in Italy with all the language barriers.

      “No, Miss. The coroner worked all night. It was busy for some reason, and,” he pauses, I assume to pull a report, “your father’s cause of death shows cardiac arrest.”

      “That’s not possible. He didn’t have any heart issues. I know this,” I practically yell into the phone, but my passion for the truth is lost on him.

      “Can I have the coroner do it again? He must have missed something.”

      “Miss, he’s busy, and that would be a private matter and cost you a pretty penny.”

      Shit.

      I can’t bring Papa back, but I can do my best to discover what happened. I owe him that.

      Looking at my rose gold Gucci watch, it’s only seven-thirty in the morning, and the police station should be hopping. I’ll take my chances. They’ll probably tell me they don’t have any leads on who might have wanted my father dead.

      I reach for the hotel phone and pause. Did I think that? That my papa might have been murdered? And if he was, am I safe?

      I sit on the edge of the unmade bed. It’s a good thing this is a hotel because I hate making my bed.

      What does Besnik know, and what were the two of them into? I think it’s time to learn more about my father’s time away from home.

      Against my better judgment, I call the police station and rant and rave until they give me the police captain, and he tells me that unless the coroner finds something suspicious, the case is closed.

      “Do you have something you’d like to report?”

      “Me? Why do you ask?”

      “Well… you seem pretty determined to find a reason other than natural causes, so it only begs me to ask, do you know something we don’t?”

      “No, I don’t know anything. Do you?”

      “Hum, well…” I have the sneaky suspicion he won’t fill in the blanks for me.

      I’ve got nothing.

      My years of being lax and letting Papa get away with bullshit answers aren’t helping me when I need the details of his life, the life he had on the streets with. . . Besnik.

      He’s here, alive, and can shed some light on my situation.

      “Thank you for your time.” I abruptly hang up.

      It’s becoming clear to me that Papa and Uncle Besnik might not want the police combing through their life, whether it’s illegal stuff or not. I’m in the dark, and I need to tread lightly.

      I remember seeing things about the mafia in Sicily, and a few years ago, some judges were blown up. At my parents’ dinner parties, I would hear the guests talk about local elected officials, who were all rumored to be corrupt.
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