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Writing is much like looking into a mirror and talking to yourself. Really, that’s what it is. A writer is put on a path towards self-discovery and the journey is both terrifying and thrilling.  

When I wrote “The Gift”, part 1 to this book, I never intended to write a sequel. However, writing is also sharing of yourself, and my readers were intent to see more of Michael Rossi. I always listen to my readers.  A line in this book reads as follows: “What’s the point of art, if it hides?”  The same concept applies to writing and giving the reader what the reader wants. In turn, they are gifting me something – the ability to share of myself and breathe new life into a character that ultimately, has become a part of me. I am forever indebted.  

I would like to thank Susan Day (Author), who has played a role in guiding me on this journey. Because of her never-ending support, and because she helped me gain further exposure in that thing we call the internet. (What is the point of being an author if she hides?)  My gratitude is endless. You can find “Enthralled Magazine” online.

To my family: my Father, Domenic, Brother, Jerry, beautiful Niece, Emma and my amazing Nephews, Nicholas, Nico and Matteo, and to my incredible Mamma who watches us from above: you give me life and I love you beyond words.  

To my brother-in-law, John and my sister-in-law, Sonia: true family is not solely bound by blood, but by love.  

To Danny, my husband. How incredible are you? You have been there for me, through thick and thin (and countless readings.) You’ve watched me tear my hair out and celebrated with me when I found “just” the right word. You are my everything, and I love you with all that I am, into infinity. P.S. Thank you for your ideas and input, my love.  
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The living room was half in shadows. “Mood lighting”, his girlfriend had called it. Tom Kaufman, football star, lady's man, and all-around nice guy, was walking around his parents' mansion trying to find some semblance of order among the throngs of people lighting up and drinking expensive liquor straight from Europe that his father brought back after every trip. His girlfriend had already left so she could wake up early in the morning and study. She wanted to be a veterinarian, and she was one step away from getting into her preferred school – the University just out of town, where her grandfather had attended and graduated with top honours.  

A jock was passed out upstairs in the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Tom kicked at him to make sure the guy was still alive. He grunted in response.  

In his parents' room, a massive area complete with a fireplace, skylight, and an ensuite with a bathtub that could fit three people, Donna Smith was sprawled across the bed, on her stomach. In a miserable attempt to hide, she left the lights off, and let the moonlight show her the way. Tom didn't have to see her to understand. The sniffing made it obvious. 

“No drugs,” he said, flicking the light switch.

Donna turned to her side, a rolled-up bill in her hand, and a mirror beneath her nose. “You're a terrible host, Tom Kaufman.”

He walked over to her and pulled at her arm. “Raid daddy's stash, again? Come on, princess. Downstairs.”

“Don't you want to kiss me first? I won't tell your girlfriend.” She attempted to look seductive by posing with one hand on her slim waist and the other pulling at the strap of her dress, exposing a white lacy bra.  

Temptation sat on his left shoulder whispering obscenities in his ear. Donna had long blonde hair, and blue eyes – the perfect specimen according to his buddies. Her figure was the exact shape of the hourglass that sat on the fireplace mantel. Still, the remnants of white powder above her top lip turned him off, not to mention he was in love with someone else. 

“Out. Party's over.” 

She blew him a kiss and left the room, following her downstairs where a couple was arguing in the expansive foyer.  

“I want to go home!” 

“Just another hour, babe.” 

“I'm tired.”

“Look,” he told her, pointing to the couch. “It's empty. Go sit, okay?” 

She stomped her foot like a child but told him, “Fine. One more hour.” 

Tom walked over to his buddy. “Trouble in paradise?” 

“I don't know why I bother except that the sex is hot as hell.” 

“That-a-boy,” Tom told him sarcastically, clapping him on the shoulder.  

“What? Don't tell me that you and...”

“My sex life is none of your business, so stop right there.” 

Tom turned away to answer a knock on the giant front door. He hoped it wasn't more of his peers seeking a good time. The house was already a disaster.  

Donna walked up to him and placed her hands on one of his shoulders, her groin against his hip, claiming him for the night. What the girlfriend didn't know, wouldn't hurt her. 

“Hey, Tommy,” she said, smiling until all her teeth showed. 

Tom sighed and pulled at the door. “Great. Who the hell ordered pizza?” 

Donna played with the hair at the nape of Tom's neck. He swatted at her. “Knock it off, would you?” Turning to the pizza guy, he asked him, “How much?” 

“$32.50”

“For four pies? Jesus... here's forty. Take the girl home,” he said, cocking his head towards Donna, “and I'll give you another ten.”

“Hey! I'm not leaving,” she pouted, swaying on her feet.

“Yeah, you are. What do you say, buddy?” The pizza guy was eyeing the young blonde whose eyes were half-closed. “She only lives four blocks from here.” 

“It would be my pleasure to drive the young lady home.” 

“Great. Here's your fifty.”

“You're going to pay for this, Tommy.” 

“I'm sure I will,” he told her, helping her into her coat.  

She shrugged it off and held it scrunched in her arms, pinched his backside, and before he could push her out the front door, she managed to kiss his lips, too.  

“Nighty-night, Tommy.” 

She walked past both him and the pizza guy, and stood on the lawn, waiting.  

“Thanks again, buddy. She's a little, uh, drunk.” 

“We gotta look out for each other. Enjoy the pizza.”

Tom watched as the man opened the side door of his white car for the girl and helped her inside. She waved at him, and he lifted two fingers in a “V” before closing the front door with a bang.  

In the car, the delivery man asked her, “Which way, Miss?” 

“That way,” she told him, pointing through the windshield, and giggling for no reason. Her legs were bare underneath her short, pink, Lycra dress. 

The pizza guy swerved in the opposite direction. 

“Hey! I said the other, that way.” 

“Just taking a short-cut.”

“Oh.”

She rolled down her window and stuck her head outside like a dog, enjoying the fresh autumn air. The man stole glances at the silky white skin of her thighs like a butcher does a fresh cut of meat. He drove down the streets of the residential neighbourhood, taking a left that entered a wooded area. The dirt road underneath the tires alerted the girl. 

“Never been on this short-cut,” she told him, growing frazzled, and sitting back in her seat.

“It's quicker. What's your name?”

“Donna.”

“Nice to meet you, Donna. That boy wasn't very nice to you, was he?”

“Tommy's a jerk!” she said, animated. “A rich jerk, but still a jerk.”

The man was unimpressed. The boy was doing her a favour and she was disrespecting him. She played with the buttons on the radio trying to find a good song.  

“Did I tell you that you could touch my radio?”

“What?”

“Did I give you permission?”

She merely laughed and kept her hand on the dial.  Slamming on the brakes and putting the car in park, the man grabbed her wrist and squeezed hard. 

“Owww!” 

“Hurts, doesn't it?”

“Let me go!”

“I have a better idea,” he said, opening his door and walking around her side of the car.  

“Come on, now. Get out,” he told her through the window. 

“Why?”

“Get out!” 

She did as she was told and looked around her, seeing nothing but forest. The man grabbed at her wrist and pulled her behind him like a parent would a spoiled child, leaves crunching underneath their feet as he dragged her into an area that was thick with trees. 

“Where are we going?” 

“Quiet, now.” 

Tears flooded her eyes, and she was suddenly sober as she came to the realization that she was in trouble. 

“I'm sorry I touched your radio.”

“Not good enough,” he told her, still dragging her behind him.

“Please.”

“Begging is un-lady like.” He stopped abruptly and faced her, still grasping her wrist. “And so is this dress,” he said. He took the switchblade from his back pocket and flicked it open. Grabbing the material of the dress where it met her thighs, he sliced upwards until it hung open like an unbuttoned coat.  

Donna screamed and covered herself with her arms; crossing her legs against the night air, and the man who could clearly see she wasn't wearing underwear tonight – to seduce Tommy. 

“Suddenly shy, you little slut?” he pulled at the straps of her dress, releasing her arms from it so that he was free to grasp her bra and he removed it like one would a sweater, over her head. 

“Please, stop!” 

“That's what they all say. Lie down.”

“No...!”

He sighed and pushed her down, placing his foot on her chest, between her breasts. She couldn't move from the weight of his body on hers and she struggled fruitlessly. Her head writhed back and forth, her hands on his ankle. He bent over, as if tying his shoelace, and sliced at her throat, giving her a bloody necklace.

“Finally, peace and quiet.”

Working diligently, he turned her over and admired her naked body, young and fresh, and marked the girl on her pink thighs by sliding his knife down her legs, and over her calves so that it looked like she was wearing stockings. 

“That's more appropriate for a young lady, eh?”  

An animal moved in the tree nearby and the man greeted it kindly, “Hello little creature. Sorry for the intrusion. I'll be gone soon.” 

He turned the girl over so that her lifeless eyes faced the stars. They were very pretty eyes and he almost felt bad for taking one of them. The squish of the knife blade against human flesh and bone was like music to his ears.  

“Next time, Donna, you must ask for permission before you touch someone's property.” 

He walked swiftly back to his car, opened the trunk, and pulled out a shovel. He was hungry and made a mental note to stop at the Dairy Queen on his way home. Making his way back, the squirrel in the tree his only witness, he quietly sang an old tune in her memory: 

I had a girl

Donna was her name

Since she left me

I've never been the same

'Cause I love my girl

Donna, where can you be?
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His hand was over her mouth. She could barely breathe and fought to suck in air. His body was almost crushing her as he hovered over her. She was cloaked in a darkness so black; it was like an oil slick. Sweat trickled down his naked back and he radiated a heat that served to shield them from the wintry air that penetrated their bedroom window. She couldn’t stifle the sounds that escaped her throat, calling out in release.  

“Shh! You’re going to wake Maria, baby.”

She pushed him off her and mounted him, causing her long dark hair to fall over his face. Her eyes closed, she loved him like no other time, until his fingernails dug into her hips, and he raised his own hips to dance with the woman he loved. Music was unnecessary.  

She turned to look at the baby monitor on her nightstand, as it blinked rhythmically in the darkness, mimicking the rhythm of her body against his. Her voice drifted down to him, “The baby’s fine.”  

The century old tree outside their window waved at them as it swayed in the fierce wind. Winter had arrived early in Ottawa this year, causing the city to shut down when it should have been alive this Saturday night.  

It was only seven at night, and they chose to take advantage of the time between naps, feedings, and diaper changes – their dinner turning cold on the stove top.  

Michael had instructed Mo to close the pizzeria and send staff home with whatever they desired from the kitchen. He was not the type of man to re-heat the day’s menu items and serve them as The Special the following day. The day he allowed himself to do that, would be the day his soul died.  

He felt her face against his neck, her breath warm on his skin, and he turned to kiss her hair and whisper the words that have been present on his lips for almost two years, “I love you.”  

It was then that they felt each other’s release like an internal earthquake, penetrating walls that would never crumble, and as their bodies trembled, still united, she fell into him, giggling, and crying, at the same time. His lips stayed in her hair as he tried to labour his breathing until finally, she rolled off him and lied next to him staring at the ceiling. He turned to his side and brushed his fingertips over her body, running the length of her torso, her arms, and her thighs, stopping, in the end, on her mouth, where his touch lingered, trying to produce sound where there was none.  

“What are you thinking?”  

He sensed her turning her head to look at him, although it was too dark to see. He imagined the rosiness in her cheeks and the look in her eyes, when she answered, “That I love you too.”  

She sat on the edge of the bed and found her clothes that lay on the cold floor, discarded in a moment of passion.  

“Where are you going?”  

“To check on the baby.”  

“Hurry.”  

He swatted at her backside, but he missed.  

When she was gone, Michael turned on his bedside lamp and pulled a smoke from the package. He lit the cigarette and stared at the wedding ring he’s worn for a year and a half, cursing at the fact that it was on the wrong finger. The scars that covered half his body forced him to wear his ring on his good hand. Somehow, he felt the shiny gold looked dull in comparison to how it would look if he could wear the symbol of his love for her on the proper hand.  

He still choked on bile when he thought of him. He still choked, revisiting the scenario as it played out in his head. An oblivious Phelps was impaled against the plastic horn of the carousel unicorn as Michael lied in the snow, trying to extinguish the flames that engulfed him. In his vision, the one he imagined, it was him, and not Nicole who put an end to Stevie Phelps’ life. He’s never admitted this to his wife. He has never dared to even speak of Stevie to the woman who suffered at his hand. Instead, Michael relished the would-be scenario in solitude. He imagined his hands around Stevie’s throat and imagined looking on with pleasure as his eyes bulged from their sockets.  Michael’s scars are a constant reminder of that day at Hayden’s Amusement Park, and although he has sworn to Nicole that he is not ashamed of his scars, the truth is, he would love nothing more than to turn back the hands of time and once again, be face to face with Ottawa’s first serial killer. Time, however, is much like a dream. It flows and ebbs through us and nothing could ever alter it. Like a dream, it is what it is.  

Michael crushed out his cigarette and pulled his sweatpants over his legs. He stopped in front of the dresser mirror where he studied his body. In some places, his skin was shrivelled like peeling wallpaper. His own reflection looked foreign to him but despite what he deemed imperfections, he was still met with stares from women, and young girls, and their gaze had nothing to do with his scars. He was simply more ruggedly handsome, Nicole had told him one day.  

He walked down the hallway and stood at the threshold of his daughter’s room where both his ladies were oblivious to his presence. Nicole was feeding the baby and he watched her as she sat in the rocker next to the crib. He crossed his arms over the defined muscles of his chest, with one hand on the opposite elbow, as if mimicking his wife by holding an invisible baby. Maria had just turned eight months old, and as he stood there, half-naked, admiring the scene before him, he remembered the day of her birth on an icy February afternoon: 

Michael was pacing the hospital corridor as sympathetic staff looked on.  

“He’s going to put a dent in the floor,” said one plump female nurse to her colleague.  

“Uh-oh, I think he heard you.”  

Michael walked up to the nurse’s station for the hundredth time, “Goddammit, isn’t there any news yet!?”  

His eyes were as wild as his dishevelled hair. Caffeine ran through his veins. The sweater he wore felt suffocating and he pulled it over his head to reveal the scars on his left arm.    

“Calm down, Mr. Rossi.”  

“You calm down,” he replied nonsensically, pounding one fist on the counter.  

The young nurse looked at him with understanding but her colleague, an older woman with years of experience, had little patience for the man who was disturbing the other patients and their families in the waiting room.  

“Calm down, or I will call security.”  

Unaware of who she was speaking with, she considered the matter closed. His wife was admitted four hours earlier and the baby would make its appearance when it was ready. Michael, however, stayed true to his Italian temper and raised his other hand to put both fists on the counter, the sweater crumpled beneath them.  

“Go ahead.”  

“Excuse me?”  

“I said, go ahead and call security.”  

Just as the nurse was about to pick up her phone, a young doctor approached them.  

“You can come in now, Mr. Rossi.”  

“It’s about damn time!”  

The doctor shrugged at the nurses and followed the new father down the hallway who was looking left and right, oblivious to the old man with the walker, and the teen boy in a wheelchair with his leg in a cast.  

“Where are they?”  

“This way.” 

They made a turn around a corner, and just as the doctor thought that Michael would raise his voice once more, he was shocked to feel the man’s hands in his own.  

“Thank you, Doc. Thank you,” Michael said tearfully, shaking the doctor’s hands with vigour. He thrust his sweater at him, and the doctor stared at it, unsure of what to do with it. 

“Uh...you’re welcome,” he stated, pushing open the door to Nicole’s hospital room. Michael stood at the doorway, unable to move.  

“Hey, honey...”  

He looked at his wife as if she were an artifact enclosed in protective glass in a museum. She held something in her arms, wrapped in pink.  

“It’s a girl.”  

He stood frozen in place. His t-shirt was already damp from sweat.  

“Michael?”  

Finally, as if shoved from behind, he made his way to the side of Nicole’s bed. Without looking at the bundle in his wife’s arms, he kissed Nicole on the forehead.  

“Are you okay, baby?”  

“Tired, but yes, I feel amazing. Want to hold her?” She pushed the baby towards Michael who looked away and studied a medical poster on the wall.  

“What’s wrong?” 

“I...I’m afraid,” he admitted, clutching at the sheet on the bed. “Okay? I don’t think I can.”    

With the love and patience that she was known for, Nicole put two fingers on the side of Michael’s face, guiding his eyes downward.  

“Look,” she told him. “It’s your daughter. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”  

His eyes were squeezed shut.  

“Open your eyes, honey.”  

They stayed closed.  

Nicole cleared her throat, feeling her patience wane, “Michael. Open. Your. Eyes.”  

Finally, Michael cocked one eye open, and a blurry outline of a tiny human came into focus. He opened his other eye, and from that moment on, he was doomed. He was doomed to forever live his life without his heart, because his daughter now held it in her hands.  

It was Nicole who suggested they name her after Michael’s mother who had died ten years earlier, and Maria Rossi became the entity that would forever define him as something new. He was a father, and it was a title that he coveted.  

Afterwards, he sent the nurses at the hospital, a large pepperoni pizza along with a thank-you card: Sorry for being an ass, he wrote.  

Nicole looked up to see her husband standing in the doorway. She put one finger to her nose before he could speak. She set the baby back in her crib and made her way over to Michael who took one of her arms and swung her against the wall in the hallway. He pressed his body against hers, one knee between her thighs, and raised her hands over her head. He found her mouth and quieted her by trapping her tongue, tasting her, and gently teasing her, until she realized that if his love was like an earthquake, she needed to prepare herself for the aftershock.  
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“What are you doing?”  

Michael stared at his watch, conscious of the fact that he needed to be at the restaurant. Mario, Michael’s head chef, was already seething that Curtis had called in sick. The kid had a show at 11:00 am. He attracted much of the younger crowd, wowing them with his pizza flipping, a self-taught skill that had earned Curtis admirers from both the patrons, and the staff at Michael’s Place. The lost revenue from today’s cancelled show sent Mario in a frenzy. He’d also have to work doubly hard during the lunch rush, and Mario proclaimed more than once a day that he was getting too old to run in circles.   

“Maybe you should lay off the pizza,” Michael had told him, once.  

“Maybe you should shut up,” Mario had replied, unamused.

Michael had already finished a large cup of coffee and the interview was going nowhere. He had agreed to meet Eric Summers when he called him at the restaurant under the pretense of writing a story about Michael’s Place, but so far, the topic at hand had nothing to do with Italian cuisine.  

Eric Summers wrote for The Herald, Ottawa’s leading newspaper. In the Spring of the previous year, Summers had taken an award-winning picture of the carousel at Hayden Park. Despite the fine he paid for trespassing at the crime scene, his photo, “Portrait of a Serial Killer”, went national. 

Summers shifted towards the man before him. A waitress walking by had distracted him. She had the shape of a belly dancer, and the moves, too.  

“What?”  

“Look, kid, are we going to get to it, or are you going to scope out women all day? I don’t have time for this bullshit.” Michael’s face was turning different shades of red, causing Eric to fidget with the note pad in front of him. He knew that flattery wouldn’t work on a man like Michael Rossi, so he decided to just cut to the chase.  

“Like I said earlier,” he stated, trying to dislodge the frog in his throat. “I appreciate you meeting with me.”  

“Got it. And?”  

“And as you might know, I’ve acquired a certain level of prestige in the past year.”  

“Hadn’t a clue,” Michael replied honestly, crushing his cup underneath one hand.  

“Oh, well, it’s true. I know about your other skill, Mr. Rossi. I know about your photography.”  

Despite Michael’s efforts to give the kid a second chance, he considered the interview over and stood from his chair causing other diners to notice the six-foot tall man who filled out his jeans in all the right places.  

“I don’t know what my photography has to do with anything but thanks for wasting my time, kid. You can lose my phone number.”  

“Wait!”  
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