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Chapter 1




As I look back on
how everything started, I can’t help but blame myself for
requesting a new dorm room. At the time, I was grateful that the
student housing office approved my request to switch rooms that
semester. If I stayed with my original roommate, I’m sure I
would’ve flunked several of my classes. But in retrospect, I would
rather deal with failing grades and my dad’s disappointment instead
of the new set of problems that awaited me.

My previous
roommate, Jesse, was a party animal. You know the type; someone
interested more in beer bongs and female anatomy than cracking a
book. He always wore camouflage military pants that were cut off at
the knees. “Homemade shorts, man,” he’d say. His hair was long and
blond, his goatee surrounded by days-old stubble. He would return
to our room around midnight not worrying about keeping the noise
level down. Many times, he wasn’t alone.

On one occasion
that I remember vividly, Jesse came in with a guy and a girl. I
rolled over in bed to face the wall after the door opened and the
hall light hit me in the face. I heard them shuffle through the
darkness to his side of our room, then a lighter clicked
repeatedly, followed a moment later by the smell of marijuana.
Muffled giggles erupted soon after, until they finally returned to
whatever party was happening. It was then that I knew I had to
request another room.

Don’t get me
wrong, I’m not a prude by any means. I like to have fun and drink
occasionally, within reason, of course. But my parents—my dad
especially—would skin me alive if I neglected my courses. My dad
expected me to meet certain standards and I didn’t question him
since he was footing the bill. After all, he had taken out a home
equity line of credit so I could attend college. I tried working
diligently so I wouldn’t let him down.

When I entered my
newly assigned room, I was relieved to see that my roommate didn’t
appear to be the party-minded type.

“Hi,
I’m Daniel,” he said, extending his hand. “Daniel Marciano.” A
northern accent. He wore khaki pants, a blue and white button-down
shirt, and brown loafers. His skin was olive, hair very dark and
slicked back. He looked like a Mediterranean yuppie.

I shook his hand.
“Hey, Daniel. I’m Jason Mashburn.” I set my laundry bag on the
unoccupied bed, let my backpack slide off my shoulder, and lowered
it beside the bag. “Good,” I said looking around the room, “you
like to keep a tidy, organized place.” Unlike my previous room,
where dirty clothes formed piles here and there, the floor was
clean and visible. Everything seemed not only to have a place but
to be in it.

“Yeah.
My mom would kill me if she saw my room was a mess. Was your other
room a mess?”

“Well,
let’s just say that I never found my shower sandals before
leaving.”

Daniel smiled.
“You won’t have to worry about that with me.”

I assured him that
sentiment was reciprocal and told him I studied frequently, that my
dad had already laid down the law.

He smiled again.
“I feel ya. My uncle drops by on occasion to see how I’m doing.
He’d blow his top if he caught me screwing around instead of
studying.”

“Is
this your first year?” I asked.

“No. My
second. You?”

“Mine,
too. Have you decided on a major?”

“My
uncle wants me to be an accountant, but I really want to study
computers. Seems like that’s the future, you know?”

“Yeah,”
I said. “I’m still not sure what I want to do. I think it’d be cool
to know computers, because I think you’re right, they’re definitely
gonna be the future. The only problem is, I don’t like the thought
of sitting in front of a computer all day. I like to get outside.
Deal with people. I think law enforcement might be cool, but not
just a regular cop, maybe an FBI agent or something.”

“So,
you wanna be a special agent, huh?” Daniel said and
laughed.

“Well,
no. Not really. I just think it might be a cool job. Carrying a gun
and traveling. What’s not cool about that?”

Daniel shrugged.
“To each his own. I doubt you’d make much money though. Unless, of
course, you’re crooked. Then you could shake people down and take
kickbacks.” He was looking at me with a wry grin.

“Well,
like I said, I still haven’t made up my mind. I know I don’t wanna
major in Math or English. I don’t think there’s a big demand for it
unless you plan to teach, and I can’t see myself
teaching.”

“You
should do something that interests you, something you like doing,”
Daniel said. “I couldn’t see getting a degree in anything that
would be a drag. I mean, look, we’re gonna be working for decades,
so we might as well pick a career that’s gonna be around a while
and pays well.”

We talked for
quite some time, discussing classes and professors before either of
us bothered to ask where the other was from. I told him that I was
a native Georgian and that my parents were living in an Atlanta
suburb. Daniel, I learned, was originally from New Jersey. He had
lived there until six years ago, when his father died. He moved to
Georgia with his mother, Gladys, and Uncle Carlo.

“How
did your dad die, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“He was
hit by a car while he was crossing the street,” Daniel said. “He
owned a deli and died one morning when he was going to open the
store. This car came speeding down the road and…just hit
him.”

When Daniel
recounted the tragedy, he didn’t seem to express any grief or
sorrow. Instead, he looked toward the window and seemed lost in a
memory. I assumed six years had been long enough for him to cope
with the loss. “I’m sorry to hear that. What’d they do to the
driver?”

“They
never caught him. We were devastated. My uncle encouraged us to
move away because he said the city was becoming too
dangerous.”

Compared to
Daniel’s story, my home life was boringly mundane. Whatever I told
him about me seemed to pale in comparison, but I was glad nothing
like that had happened to me. Despite our different backgrounds, we
were getting along well enough that I was happy to have switched
rooms.

 


* * *

 


A week later, with
Spring Break looming only a few days away, Daniel asked if I would
be interested in going to Clearwater, Florida, with him. “My uncle
owns a boat down there and he’s gonna take me deep-sea fishing. I
told him about you and he said you’re welcome to come if you
want.”

The invitation
came unexpectedly and sounded more enticing than sitting at home
with my parents. As usual, I hadn’t made any plans for Spring
Break, and deep-sea fishing sounded very appealing. My dad had
taken me trout fishing when I was in high school and that had been
a great trip, but far different from fishing in the
ocean.

“Sure,”
I said. “I’d love to go. I have to tell my parents, though, because
they tend to worry about me getting into trouble.”

“We’re
only gonna be down there for a week, tops.”

“I
don’t think they’ll mind. I’ll let you know for sure after I talk
to them this weekend.”

 


* * *

 


I threw my bag of
dirty clothes into the backseat of my car and drove to Rome late
Friday afternoon. My mom hugged me when I walked in the house, but
she scowled at my pile of laundry.

“Why do
you insist on bringing your clothes home to wash?” she asked as I
went to the laundry room.

I dropped the
bulging bag in front of the washer. “It’s cheaper than going to a
Laundromat and the laundry room in the dorm is filthy. Hardly
anyone cleans out the lint traps and anyone who thinks to gets lint
everywhere except the trash can.”

I opened the door
to the dryer. My sister, Lisa’s, clothes were still inside. My
youngest sister, Emily, came in from the living room and went to
the refrigerator where she got herself a juice box and went back to
watch television.

Mom sighed and
rolled her eyes as she walked to the stairs. She stood calling for
Lisa to come get her clothes while I went outside to get the other
two bags from my car. My dad came outside just as I was returning
up the front walk.

“So, is
your new roommate any better?” he asked.

Two weeks ago, I
had called and told him that I wasn’t able to study or get much
sleep because of my former roommate. It was my dad’s suggestion to
ask for another room.

“Yeah,”
I said, walking past him.

He followed me
inside.

“His
uncle is on him about studying and getting good grades the way you
are with me.”

“Good.
Sounds like a man who knows where his priorities are.”

“That
reminds me,” I said. “He invited me to go to Florida with him for
Spring Break. His uncle owns a boat down there and they’re going
deep-sea fishing.” My dad had a sour look on his face and crossed
his arms. I knew it was because I had mentioned Florida and Spring
Break in the same sentence.

“I
don’t know if I want you going down there for Spring Break,” he
said. “You think I haven’t heard the stories of what college kids
do down there during Spring Break? With your luck, you’d get locked
up for drinking or fighting or something.”

“It’s
not gonna be anything like that, Dad. We’re not even gonna be near
the places kids party. We’re going to Clearwater and it’s just
gonna be me, Daniel, and his uncle.”

“What’s
this guy’s name?”

“Daniel,” I repeated. “Daniel Marciano. His uncle’s name is
Carlo.”

“Have
you met his uncle?”

“No.
Not yet, but he sounds like a real nice guy from what Daniel’s told
me. Besides, you just said that it sounds like he knows where his
priorities are.” I hoped maybe that would take a lot of the fight
out of him.

“See
what your mom thinks about the idea,” he said, leaving me to start
a load of laundry.

That night as we
sat around the dinner table, my mom and dad began the inquisition
to learn how I was getting along at school, how my grades were,
whether I was making the right decisions, and to learn more about
my new roommate.

My mom passed a
bowl of peas to Lisa and said, “So, your father tells me you’re
planning to go to Florida for Spring Break with your roommate. I
hope you’re not planning to drink and party down there.”

“I’m
not, I swear.” It felt like they were tag teaming me over the
issue. “His uncle is going with us. All we’re gonna do is some
deep-sea fishing. There’s not gonna be any drunken orgies or
anything like that. I wish you’d both quit treating me like I was
still thirteen.”

My parents ignored
that. In retrospect, it sure sounded like something a thirteen year
old would say. “So what’s this boy like? Is he older than you,
younger?” my mom asked.

I told her his
name was Daniel and that he was a sophomore like me. “He’s from New
Jersey. They moved here a few years ago after his dad died and he
lives with his mom and uncle, I think.”

My mom’s eyebrows
pinched together as she chewed. When finished she asked, “His dad’s
dead? Was he sick?”

I barely knew the
details myself, other than the hit-and-run, and didn’t want to get
sidetracked on a lengthy discussion about it, especially after
their unenthusiastic reaction to my Spring Break plans. I couldn’t
avoid it though because my mom was looking at me for an answer.
“No,” I said. “He was killed in a hit-and-run when he was crossing
the street.”

“That’s
awful,” Lisa said.

Thankfully, my dad
changed the subject. “So what’s his uncle like?”

“I
already told you, I haven’t met him yet. The way Daniel talks about
him, he sounds like a really nice guy.”

“You
already said that. What makes him a really nice guy?”

I looked at my dad
and realized I didn’t have a sufficient answer. I shrugged. “I
don’t know. He just sounds that way.”

“Well,
maybe he is.” My mom, always the optimist. “I hope he’s
responsible.” She shared a quick look with my dad. A look that said
not all adults are accountable.

“I’m
sure he is. Daniel said he was a successful
businessman.”

Dad chimed in: “He
probably is if he keeps a home and a boat in Florida.”

“So,
can I go?” I asked.

My mom and dad
exchanged cautious glances. My mom swallowed and said, “Honey,
you’re almost twenty. We can’t run every aspect of your life. We
just wanna know that you’re safe and you’re making responsible
decisions. Of course you can go. We trust you’ll behave like an
adult.”

My dad wiped his
mouth and placed the napkin back in his lap. “When are you
leaving?”

“Next
Friday. Daniel’s uncle is picking us up at school. He said we’d
only be down there for a week.”

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Our bags were packed
and sitting on our beds. There was a knock on the door around 4:30
that afternoon. Daniel opened it and hugged the man who was
standing there. “Uncle Carlo!”

Daniel stepped
aside and motioned for him to come in. “Uncle Carlo, this is my
roommate, Jason Mashburn. Jason, my Uncle Carlo.”

Carlo stepped into
the room and regarded me with warm brown eyes. He wasn’t grossly
overweight, but pudgy, and wore a casual cream-colored suit with
brown sandals that reminded me of a Panama Jack advertisement
without the hat. He was a couple of inches shorter than me,
probably five-nine or ten, so I could see he was balding on top.
His graying mustache matched his salt-and-pepper hair. When he
extended his hand to me, I noticed the shiny gold rings he wore on
three of his fingers.

“Hello,
Jason. Daniel tells me nice things about you.”

I shook his hand.
It was dry and soft, but his grip was firm. “Thanks,” I said. “I’ve
heard a lot of nice things about you too.”

“Daniel’s a good boy.” Carlo said, looking back at his nephew
with a smile. “I trust you keep him out of trouble?”

I returned the
smile. “Yes, sir. We watch each other’s backs. You know how much
trouble there is on a college campus.”

Carlo laughed at
that. “All right,” he said, looking at our packed bags. “Are you
ready to go?”

“Are
you kidding?” Daniel said. “We’ve been looking forward to this all
week!”

We took up our
bags and followed Carlo out of the building. A black and chrome
Cadillac Escalade waited in front of our dorm, sparkling in the
late afternoon sun. It looked brand new.

“Is
that yours?” I asked.

Carlo approached
it and a tall thin man wearing a black suit walked around from the
rear to open the door. Carlo stopped, half turned, and looked at me
over the rim of his sunglasses, his head tilted down slightly.
“Yes. Is it all right?”

“Heck
yeah,” I said. “This is what I call going in style.”

Carlo climbed
inside. Daniel handed his bag to the man in black and followed his
uncle.

“I’ll
take your bag,” the driver said.

I handed it to him
and climbed in after Daniel. The driver opened the rear doors,
stowed the bags inside, then walked around and got behind the
wheel. The engine quietly purred and the Escalade seemed to glide
away from the sidewalk as we drove off.

I’ve never been
inside of a limousine, but I’ve seen them on TV and while this
wasn’t exactly that extravagant, it was probably a close second.
The seats were soft leather. Three small dome lights and the dark
tinted windows lent the interior an atmosphere similar to that of a
cozy den.

“I hope
my smoking won’t bother you,” Carlo said, pulling a fat cigar from
his shirt pocket. He clipped the end off and moistened it in his
mouth.

I shook my head
and watched the scenery pass outside my window. Carlo pressed a
lever and his window silently lowered a few inches, pulling the
smoke from out of the cabin.

As we left campus
and drove toward the highway, Carlo made small talk. You know, the
typical get-to-know-you chatter. There wasn’t much to tell. Mine
was the same story you’d hear from most suburban kids. I told him
that I was from Rome and was the oldest of two sisters. He asked me
how I was doing in school and whether I liked the college. I told
him I really enjoyed college life and the school was great and then
there seemed to be a moment of awkward silence.

Daniel rescued me.
“You wanna watch a movie?”

I shrugged.
“Sure.”

Daniel opened a
console, rummaged around inside, and removed a few DVD
cases.

“Which
of these do you wanna see?” He fanned out the movies for
me.

I
looked at the choices: My Cousin Vinny, The
Super,
8 Heads in a Duffel
Bag, and
Gone
Fishin’, all of them
featuring Joe Pesci. I chose the last movie since I’d never seen it
and we, too, were going fishing. Daniel inserted the disc into a
portable player, telling me, “My uncle really likes Joe
Pesci.”

Really? No
shit!

We watched the
movie on an LCD display that flipped down from the
ceiling.

The trip to
Florida was probably the best I’d ever experienced. I was able to
stretch out my legs and relax, unlike traveling to Daytona with my
parents and sisters in my dad’s car, which was nowhere near as
roomy or smooth as the Escalade.

After
one stop for gas, three movies and half of a
fourth—8 Heads in a
Duffel Bag, which was
nearly intolerable—the driver stopped in front of a
condominium.

“Ah,”
Carlo said. “We’re here.”

I looked out at
the condos. Their size wasn’t impressive, but they did sit right by
the water. There were boats moored to private docks behind most of
them. When Daniel had mentioned that his uncle was a successful
businessman, I had no idea just how successful Carlo was. As we
stood beside the SUV stretching our legs, the driver walked around
with our bags and carried them inside for us.

Despite its
outward appearance, inside, the place was spacious. The furniture
in the living room was elegant: a leather upholstered sofa and
chairs rested upon an ornate rug, probably Oriental, but I don’t
know much about that stuff. A massive flat screen television
covered most of one wall and the dining room table, which seated
four, appeared to be made of a quality wood, maybe mahogany,
polished to a high shine. It sure looked expensive.

“Come
on and I’ll show you the guest bedrooms,” Daniel said, lifting his
bag onto his shoulder.

I picked up my bag
and followed him down the hall. The refreshing coolness was a stark
contrast to the jungle humidity that had engulfed me when I stepped
out of the SUV. I figured the air-conditioner must run all the time
in this climate. The power bill was probably huge.

The guest bedrooms
were opposite one another with a full bathroom at the end of the
hall. “You can pick whichever one you want,” Daniel said. “I’ll
take the other.” He stood in the hall between two
doorways.

I chose the room
on the right that looked out on the water. That left Daniel with
the one facing the street out front.

There wasn’t much
difference between the two rooms. Each had a queen-size bed with
several plush pillows draped in satin. Black-and-white Ansel Adams
prints hung on the walls and bureaus for our clothes.

I set my bag on
the bed and walked over to the window to look out at the water.
Behind the condo, at the water’s edge, was a short wooden pier with
a large boat tied to it. Security lights illuminated the walkway
from the dock to the condo and a lamppost glowed next to the boat.
I’m not talking about a typical speed boat you would see cruising
around in a lake. My knowledge of marine terminology isn’t the
best, but I’d safely say it looked like a yacht, placidly resting
beside the dock in a canal. A much larger body of water that opened
up to the right of the canal reflected the moon’s shimmering
light.

I walked into
Daniel’s room and found him unpacking his clothes. “You said your
uncle was successful, but I think you seriously downplayed it. I
just looked at the boat he has back there, and…Damn!”

“Oh,
yeah. He’s got plenty of money.” Daniel flashed me a
grin.

“Well,
you were pretty misleading about it. I thought he was just wealthy.
You know, had a nice car and maybe a nice house, but this. This is
more than that. I mean, the Escalade, the driver, multiple houses,
and the yacht.”

Daniel looked up.
His grin widened. I’m sure he was used to his uncle’s lifestyle,
but I, on the other hand, felt like the winner of an
all-expenses-paid vacation from a game show.

“I’ll
see if he can take us out in the boat tomorrow,” Daniel said. “I
think we’re gonna go out to eat tonight.”

I looked at my
watch. It was a little after ten and I doubted we’d find a
restaurant that stayed open this late. I was wrong. As it turned
out, Carlo had a friend who owned a seafood restaurant nearby. All
he had to do was make a phone call and his friend served us
privately. We were the only people in the place—I saw that the
normal closing time was ten—and we received the best service I’d
ever had. I guess my dad’s old saying that money talks and shit
walks was more accurate than I gave him credit for.

 


* * *

 


The next morning, I
put on my swimming shorts and met Daniel on the dock. It was nearly
eleven thirty. We hadn’t been in Florida twenty-four hours yet and
already I was enjoying my stay, saddened only by the fact that it
would eventually end.

So far, Carlo had
taken us to a great restaurant and then we returned to the condo,
where we relaxed in the deep-seated chairs and watched the large
flat screen TV. Carlo let us both drink beer to unwind before bed,
a detail I’d leave out when my parents asked me about the
trip.

Now, we were
sunning ourselves on the dock, waiting for him to join us so we
could take the boat out to do some fishing. He had to conduct some
early morning business that took him away just after breakfast and
had only arrived home twenty minutes ago.

“Okay,”
Carlo said, walking toward the pier. “Sorry that took me so long. I
guess we’re ready to go.” He straightened the collar on the
loose-fitting khaki shirt he wore. The driver of the Escalade
hurried to catch up with Carlo and handed him a cream-colored
fedora, which Carlo placed upon his balding head. “Thank you,
Paolo,” Carlo said sliding on a pair of mirrored
sunglasses.

Paolo not only
drove Carlo around in the Escalade, he piloted the boat as well so
Carlo could entertain guests. That day, the driver was wearing a
short-sleeve white shirt, khaki cargo shorts, and flip-flops. Paolo
boarded the boat, untied the mooring, and went to the driver’s
seat.

I
followed Daniel and Carlo over the deck rail and took a seat on one
of the padded cushions that lined the boat’s bow. I tried not to
stare at Carlo as he sat across from me. After discovering that
Carlo had a personal chauffer, expensive toys in Florida, conducted
business there as well, and had connections like the gracious
restaurant owner, I couldn’t help but wonder whether he might have
ties to the mafia. But, I knew I was just entertaining a
stereotype. I mean, an Italian man with money, influence, classy
outfits, and a suave demeanor—to my mind, it all seemed to fit. I
convinced myself that I had seen too many Godfather films and tried to ignore my prejudices.

Paolo throttled
the engines a little, enough to ease us away from the pier. The
boat began to cut smoothly through the channel that paralleled the
condos. When we got out into deeper water, the engines roared to
life, the boat’s nose lifted from the surface, and our wake grew
wider. The wind that rose off the water and blew over us felt less
humid than it had on the shore.

When we were out
in open water with the shore a hazy glimmer in the distance and the
engines quieted, Carlo began to take down several long fishing rods
from a rack mounted beneath the cabin ceiling. “Here’s yours,” he
said, handing a pole to Daniel. “Paolo’s cutting bait up front. Ask
him to bring it back here, would ya?”

While Daniel went
to get Paolo, Carlo handed me a fishing rod. I looked at the size
of the reel, definitely much larger than the setup my dad and I
used for trout.

We baited our
oversized hooks with squid that Paolo had cut and dropped the lines
in the water. The day was pristine: an azure sky above and calm
clear-blue water below. Gulls glided by, skimming the water’s
surface.

Carlo opened a
cooler and removed three Sam Adams beers. He handed one to Daniel
and another to me, keeping the third for himself. “This is the
life, ain’t it?” he said, relaxing on the cushioned bench with the
beer in one hand and his fishing rod in the other.

I took a sip from
the bottle. It was refreshingly cold. “This is the best Florida
trip I’ve ever been on.”

“I
think I got a bite!” Daniel said.

Carlo set his beer
down on the rail and hurried over beside Daniel at the opposite
side of the boat. I watched anxiously as Daniel’s rod bowed under
pressure. Paolo maneuvered next to Carlo and both men peered over
the rail into the sparkling water.

Daniel kept
tension on the line as it slowly unwound from the reel with a
ticking sound as the gear turned. Periodically, Daniel would turn
the handle to close the distance between him and his quarry in an
effort to tire the fish out. Paolo pointed over the side.
“There.”

“Yeah,”
Carlo said. “I see it.”

I couldn’t resist
seeing what Daniel had hooked; I set my fishing rod in the cradle
mounted beside me and went to the other side where Paolo and Carlo
stood watching. Down in the shimmering crystal water, a silver
torpedo zigged and zagged from left to right and then darted back
to the left.

I looked at Daniel
as he bit his lower lip and tugged upward on the fishing rod. Sweat
rolled down his red face. “Damn,” he huffed. “This fish is giving
me a helluva fight!”

“Stay
with him,” Carlo said. “He’s getting closer.” Carlo kept his eyes
on the fish. “Looks like it might be a tuna. Paolo, do tuna get
that big?”

“Sure,
boss. Tunas can get that big.”

We kept watching,
not only the fish, which was now only a few feet below the surface,
but Daniel as well, as his strength was slowly giving out. To see
him struggle with that fish, you’d have thought he had hooked Moby
Dick. Suddenly, Daniel’s line snapped and he staggered a few steps
from the rail. He stood there, a surprised look on his face. His
pole was lax and the broken line danced limply in the
breeze.

“Shit!”

Three explosions
to my right punctuated Daniel’s remark. I instinctively ducked my
head. My hands went to cover my ears at the first blast, then I
turned to see what the hell the commotion was. Carlo stood erect,
his arm extended at a forty-five degree angle, a small
nickel-plated revolver clutched in his hand. He fired off the two
successive shots and water sprayed into the air.

“That’ll teach the little bastard to fuck with us, huh!” Carlo
turned to us with an ear-to-ear grin. He replaced the pistol in a
concealed shoulder holster beneath his shirt. I was speechless and
turned to see Daniel’s reaction. Carlo’s unexpected exhibition
didn’t seem to faze Daniel, who wore a matching smile. “I hope you
got him, Uncle Carlo. That son-of-a-bitch really wore me out. That
oughtta teach him who’s boss.”

The rest of the
day was uneventful. We fished throughout the day, catching several
sea bass and a few grouper, all of which Paolo put into the live
well to take home.

The next day,
while Daniel and I were sunning ourselves on the dock—Carlo was in
Tampa, on business—I asked Daniel if his uncle always carried a
pistol.

“As far
as I know,” he said, squinting at me through the blinding
sun.

“What
does he need with a gun?”

Daniel shrugged.
“He’s worried about someone mugging him, I guess.”

“Well,
that doesn’t mean he needs to bring it along on a fishing
trip.”

“When
you’re as successful as my uncle, you gotta protect yourself from
people looking to take a slice of your pie.”

We lay
there in silence, tanning ourselves under the Florida sun like
lizards. I was beginning to wonder if my Godfather associations were far off.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


That Saturday, Paolo
stopped the Escalade in front of our dorm at 6:45 PM. It was
depressing to step out onto the sidewalk in front of our dorm.
Spring Break was over, we left Florida, and we’d soon be back in
class. I thanked Carlo and Daniel for inviting me along on their
trip to Florida and waved goodbye.

After they left, I
went upstairs, gathered my laundry, and piled it and myself into my
gray Nissan Sentra.

Although the week
in Florida had been leisurely, I have to admit I was glad to be
going home and accepted the fact that I had to resume my usual
routine. As my family sat at the dining room table that evening, my
dad asked if I enjoyed the trip.

“At
least you didn’t get locked up or anything,” he added. That’s my
dad. Always the realist.

“Well,
nothing they couldn’t bail me out of.” I rolled my eyes to
emphasize my sarcasm.

“No,
seriously, how was it?” my dad asked.

“It was
fun. We went deep-sea fishing on Carlo’s boat and spent most of the
time sunning ourselves on the pier. Oh,” I said, remembering yet
another detail. “We shot skeet from the bow of the boat yesterday.
Carlo and Paolo—that’s Carlo’s driver—said they were impressed by
my shooting. I did better than they did, hitting seventeen out of
twenty targets in a row.”

My dad’s eyebrows
went up. “Wow, that’s pretty impressive. Better than you’ve done
before.”

I
shrugged.

My sister Lisa
pointed her fork at me and said, “You got a great tan while you
were there. I’m jealous.”

My mom asked, “So,
Daniel’s uncle—what’s his name, Carlos?”

“Carlo,” I said, correcting her.

“Yeah,
Carlo.” She waved her hand dismissively. “He’s got
money?”

“Got
money?” I laughed. “He’s rich! He has a condo
on the water and a huge yacht. Not only that, he’s got a private
driver, the guy Paolo I mentioned. He drove us down there in
Carlo’s Escalade.”

“Sounds
like he’s rich, to me,” my dad said. “What does this Carlo do for a
living?” My dad stabbed a piece of pork chop and put it in his
mouth.

“I
don’t know what he does. I didn’t ask. He had to do some business
in Tampa while we were down there, though. Whatever he does, he
makes a lot of money at it.”

“Tampa?” my mom said, suspiciously. “You didn’t mention
anything about going to Tampa.”

I had food in my
mouth, so I just shook my head.

“Did
you go anywhere other than Clearwater?” my mom asked.

“No. Me
and Daniel stayed at the condo while Carlo was away. We were
usually both still asleep when he left.”

I guess that was
enough to satisfy their curiosity because my sister Emily
interjected with what her and her friend Lori did that day. My
parents didn’t ask me any more questions about the trip and that
was fine by me. I sure as hell didn’t want to tell them about
visiting the beach where Carlo invited four girls back to the condo
to have a beer with us. Nothing beyond that happened, but my
parents wouldn’t believe that.

 


* * *

 


Two weeks passed
before I saw Carlo again. It was late afternoon on a Friday. There
was a knock at the door and when I opened it, Carlo was standing in
the hall with a small cardboard box in one hand and a friendly
smile on his face.

“Hi,
Carlo.” I extended my hand and he shook it as he entered. “I’m
sorry, but Daniel isn’t here. He left for home about a half hour
ago.”

“Oh,”
Carlo said, his smile diminishing a bit. “I was hoping to catch him
to ask if he would deliver this for me.” He held the box up so I
could see it better. “It’s for one of the professors.”

“Which
professor?” I asked, still feeling indebted to him for the
enjoyable week spent in Florida. “Maybe I can deliver it for
you.”

“That
would be great…if you don’t mind, of course. Do you know Professor
Ginley?”

“Sure,
I know him and I don’t mind at all. He’s one of the professors in
the accounting department.”

Carlo
nodded.

“He has
a house on campus. I’ll take it by on my way home.”

“Oh,
you’re going home this weekend?”

“I go
home almost every weekend,” I said. “You know, get away from
school, unwind, do laundry, update my parents on school life, that
sort of thing.” I smiled.

Carlo’s smile
brightened and he turned toward the door. “Well, I won’t keep you.
Thanks for doing me this favor. I would have Daniel do it if he was
here, but I promised Professor Ginley that I’d get it to him
quickly.”

I set the box down
on my desk and saw Carlo out. It was 5:30 and I wanted to be on the
road so I could get home before it was too late. I carried my
laundry bags down to the car along with the box.

I had to drive a
little bit out of my way in order to stop at Professor Ginley’s
house. When I pulled into his driveway, his car wasn’t where he
usually parked it. I went to the front door and rang the bell
anyway, hoping someone might be home. I could hear the distant
chime inside the house and waited. No one came to the door. I
checked my watch. It was twenty to six. I rang the bell again and
waited another minute.

I looked through a
narrow vertical window beside the door, cupping my free hand above
my eyes to block the glare of the evening sun. A sheer curtain over
the window made it difficult to see inside, but I could see well
enough to tell no one was home. I set the box down beside the front
door and returned to my car. It was a quarter to six when I backed
out of the driveway.

 


* * *

 


When I returned to
campus on Monday, there was quite the circus. As I drove onto
campus, a state trooper, who had followed me, turned right off the
roundabout when I turned left to go to my dorm. I watched him in my
rearview mirror drive toward the faculty houses, past several
tactical police vehicles parked on the shoulder, their lights
flashing. What caught my attention was the large armored ATF truck
nearby.

Instead of
continuing to my dorm, I pulled into Kappa Phi’s parking lot and
got out of my car. As I walked back down the road toward the police
roadblock, three girls approached me, heading in the opposite
direction, and I asked them what had happened.

“You
didn’t see the news?” the taller of the two blondes
asked.

Normally, I don’t
watch the local news because it’s always the same: shootings, drug
busts, robberies, corruption in city government, and so on. It’s
depressing, so I stopped watching long ago.

“No,” I
said. “Why? What happened?”

The brunette said,
“There was an explosion at a professor’s house over the
weekend.”

“Yeah,”
the other blonde girl said. “The police are trying to figure out
exactly what happened.”

“Did
anybody get hurt?” I asked.

The brunette
answered: “Yeah, some professor. An ambulance came and went. So did
the fire department.”

“When
did this happen?”

“Friday
night.”

The first blonde
girl said that there was a loud boom about ten o’clock that night
and then she heard several sirens a little later. “There was a
crowd of people heading down the road to see what was going on.
That’s when the police told us to stay back and blocked off the
area.”

“This
was Friday night?” I asked, unbelieving.

“Yeah,”
the tall blonde said.

“What
are they still doing here?”

She shrugged. “I
guess they’re investigating. They’ve got Victory Drive blocked. Had
it blocked since Friday.”

The tall blonde
added, “You can’t see anything from the road there.”

I thanked them,
went back to my car, and drove to my dorm. When I walked into the
room, Daniel was there, studying at his desk as usual.

“Did
you hear what happened?” I asked, unable to contain the excitement
in my voice.

“Yeah.
It was on the news all weekend.”

He seemed
indifferent to the whole thing, which was odd. This was huge! An
explosion on campus and he acts as though it was as insignificant
as someone’s car being stolen from the parking lot.

“You
don’t seem fazed by it,” I said.

“It’s
old news. I saw all the coverage I could handle Saturday
morning.”

“I
heard it happened over in faculty housing. Did you hear whose house
it was?” In the back of my mind, a little voice kept reminding me
of the box I placed on Professor Ginley’s doorstep.

Daniel was
concentrating on his computer screen. “Professor Ginley, I
think.”

My
blood chilled. He didn’t say Ginley.
Surely not. I remembered Carlo’s smile when I said I’d deliver the
box for him. Then I remembered Carlo shooting his pistol three
times at a fish in the ocean during our fishing trip and my
suspicion of him having mafia connections.

I changed the
subject, but my voice came out sounding flat, nearly monotone.
“Your Uncle Carlo stopped by Friday. Did he tell you?”

Still looking at
the computer monitor, Daniel said, “Yeah. He said he came by but
missed me. That’s okay. I saw him later at my mom’s.”

Suddenly, I felt
the urge to have a talk with Carlo. I had plenty of questions to
ask him. I didn’t want to communicate any of my suspicions to
Daniel though. If any of my theories were right, I didn’t want to
tip my hand and alarm Daniel if he didn’t already know. But, I
thought, he had to know, didn’t he? I mean, he was the guy’s
nephew, how could he not know? And, if he did, I didn’t want him to
know that I knew, or even had my suspicions. Hell, if I were to say
anything about what I knew my face might wind up on the side of a
milk carton beneath a banner that asked HAVE YOU SEEN
ME?

I sat
on my bed, turned on my iPod, and started looking at one of
Daniel’s car magazines. I wasn’t paying any attention to the music
or the magazine, though. My mind was racing. If the police and ATF
were investigating the explosion, and it happened at Professor
Ginley’s house, they would eventually connect me to the package at
some point. Had I killed the
professor? Surely, someone witnessed me drive there and leave the
box. Of course, in my state of anxiety, I wasn’t positive of that,
but it seemed likely. I became overly paranoid, not only of being
implicated in the bombing, but that Carlo had used me to deliver
the device. He was a witness and he could tell someone what I’d
done.

I tried
rationalizing out the details, telling myself that it was merely a
coincidence, that there had not been any bomb in the box. Maybe
that was just in my head and the explosion was the result of a
ruptured gas line or something along those lines. No matter how
much I tried to ease my fear, there were other little red flags to
consider. The violent outburst with the pistol on the boat, the
favor the restaurant owner honored after hours, the private driver,
Carlo’s wealth, his smile when I said I’d deliver the
box.

I left the room
and went to the dorm’s common room where I could watch the news to
see what police had learned so far. On CNN, a reporter was
recapping the events since Friday. The camera couldn’t get close
enough to show a view of the house because police had the area
cordoned off, but they did confirm that it happened at Professor
Ginley’s house and he had perished in the blast. A spokesman for
the ATF believed that the box was rigged to explode upon opening.
The correspondent went on to say the police learned Ginley had
racked up considerable gambling debts and that there might be a
possible connection to organized crime. When I heard that, my
stomach lurched and I felt like puking.

Now, I had to talk
to Carlo, to hear him tell me not to worry, that the box played no
part in what had happened. I was paranoid the rest of the week. I
kept looking over my shoulder for brawny guys with hard knuckles
who were probably tailing me, waiting for an opportunity to make me
disappear. Whenever I heard a siren, my heart would jump into my
throat—I assumed the police had located me and wanted to slap on
the handcuffs. It was next to impossible to concentrate on my
studies or pay attention in any of my classes. When I closed my
eyes, I kept seeing Professor Ginley as I remembered him, cheerful
and quirky, but also sincere. My mind would then torture me by
visualizing him opening the box followed by a fiery explosion that
obliterated him. Who was I to take someone else’s life? Carrying
the burden of his death was taking its toll on me. I barely ate
because of the guilt weighing on me and it made me think of my own
mortality. It was impossible to believe that this was happening,
that I had killed another human being. I felt disconnected from my
surroundings, as if I were floating in a dream state. I desperately
wanted to wake up from this nightmare.

My nerves were set
on edge. I had to confront Carlo, get the truth out of him, but I
was terrified. Besides, I had no idea where to find him. Forcing
myself to concentrate, I remembered Daniel had mentioned that Carlo
loved a restaurant in Buckhead called Veni, Vidi, Vici. I opened my
laptop and went to Google maps—there it was. Before I could think
too much about what I was going to do, I sent the driving
directions to my phone and began to make a plan.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


I spent the whole
week thinking about visiting the restaurant to find Carlo, if he
was there, and according to Daniel, Carlo was there a lot.
Obsessing about where to find Carlo and what to say when I did
helped keep my mind from consuming me with what I did to my former
teacher.

I left school
early Friday afternoon, around three o’clock, and drove to
Buckhead. I pulled into a parking space a block away, fed the
meter, and walked to the restaurant. When I entered, it took a
moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. I wasn’t
surprised to find that there weren’t many people in the dining
area.

“Just
one, sir?” the maître d behind the podium asked.

“No.
I’m meeting someone who’s already here,” I lied and walked past him
into the dining area. I made my way slowly across an elegant wood
floor, scanning the room for Carlo. Garlic strings hung from a wide
circular light fixture in the center of the room and I could hear
the sound of food searing in the kitchen. An orange flash in my
peripheral vision caught my attention. I turned to glimpse a
white-clad chef tending a large open rotisserie grill through the
kitchen door as a waiter exited. My stomach growled with hunger at
the aromatic scents of meats, fish, and onions on the grill. I saw
no sign of Carlo and wondered if I’d ever be able to find him. Then
I noticed a stairway ahead of me at the end of the dining room and
headed for it. When I reached the top, I found a bar to my left
with shelves packed with a wide array of liquors. A mirror behind
the bottles gave the room the illusion of being wider. A stack of
crystalline tumblers formed a pyramid on the counter beneath the
bottles. Black wooden barstools stood before a marble countertop
lined with padded leather.

A solitary drinker
at the bar waited as the bartender poured him a glass of scotch on
the rocks. Three small alcoves to my right gave way to private
dining tables. I walked past the first and peeked inside to find
that it was empty. In the second, Carlo sat facing me with his back
to the wall. He was stuffing a forkful of rigatoni into his mouth.
When he saw me, he straightened in his chair, wiped his mouth with
a cloth napkin, and waved me in to join him.

“Would
you like something to eat?” he asked very casually.

Despite the
seriousness of my visit, I realized I was famished. I looked over
my shoulder and noticed the waiter patiently waiting to take my
order. I ordered some calamari, and the waiter disappeared as
quietly as he had arrived.

“I was
wondering when you were going to come see me,” Carlo said as he
poured more wine into his glass. I saw that the bottle in the flask
was Rosso Chianti. He gestured for me to have some, but casual
dining with Carlo hadn’t been my purpose. I was scared, pissed, and
I wanted some answers. Despite my emotions, though, I had some of
the Chianti.

“You
must’ve heard about what happened at…about the explosion,” I
began.

Carlo finished
chewing and wiped his mouth with the linen napkin. “Yeah, I heard
about that. It was too bad.” He shook his head and took up his
wineglass.

His calm demeanor
seemed so out of place that it rubbed me the wrong way. I felt the
urge to reach across the table, grab the lapels of his sport coat,
and shake him until he admitted that he was the one responsible for
killing Professor Ginley, not me. He had put me in a precarious
situation and ruined my life. I thought better of it when I
remembered just who I was dealing with. “You don’t seem very upset
about what happened,” I said, nearly on the verge of
tears.

Carlo shoved
another bite of food into his smacking mouth and chewed while
staring at me across his plate.

My anger began to
simmer. How could he sit there so calmly after everything that had
happened? He didn’t act as though Professor Ginley had been killed
in a tragic act of cowardly violence but instead acted as though
the man had simply moved away. “I think I’m gonna go to the police
and tell them what happened,” I said. “That I didn’t know what was
in the package. I liked him and I’m not gonna be implicated in
this.”

“What
makes you think the package I asked you to deliver caused the
explosion?” Carlo asked. He still seemed composed.

My heart stuttered
at his question. I wanted to believe him so badly. Yes. My
professor’s death wasn’t due to the box I delivered. Maybe it
really was due to a gas leak. Just bad circumstances. I’d been
beating myself up for nothing.

“Besides, do you think the police are gonna believe your story?
I mean, the man died in an explosion the night you dropped off a
box. If I was the police, that would sound awfully suspicious and
make you suspect number one.”

The light at the
end of the tunnel, I realized, was an oncoming train.

“Well,
I’ll just tell them everything like it happened. That I was
delivering it as a favor for you and didn’t know what was in it.” I
shook my head. The nightmare continued to get worse. “I’m
innocent.”

Indignation showed on Carlo’s face. He motioned with two fingers
to someone that I didn’t know had been standing behind me. I turned
to watch a hulking no-neck man step through the archway. He handed
Carlo a manila envelope, then stood behind me with his meaty hands
clasped together. The guy was tall, and reminded me of Lurch
from The Addams
Family, but his face
wasn’t as ghastly.

“Thank
you, Giovanni,” Carlo said. Giovanni looked as hard as stone and
just as unmoving.

Carlo unwound a
red string and opened the envelope’s flap. He removed several large
black-and-white photos that he splayed out on the table before me
like a casino dealer arranging a hand of cards. “I’d advise you not
to go to the police,” he said, “if you know what’s good for you.
You seem like a smart kid, Jason. Don’t do something so
stupid.”

I looked down at
the pictures. The first was from outside of our kitchen window and
showed my mother washing dishes. Another showed my dad getting into
his car in our driveway. Yet another, of my sister, Lisa, getting
into a friend’s car. The last showed my youngest sister, Emily, her
Little Mermaid backpack slung over one shoulder as she was stepping
out the front door on her way to school. I looked up from the
pictures to Carlo who sat staring back at me with a deadpan
expression, the perfect poker face. He’d just played his hand,
revealing four aces. Seeing the pictures of my family displayed
like that was a personal affront. Our privacy was violated. If
Carlo noticed the anger on my flushed face, he didn’t let on. He
removed a fifth photo that showed me placing the cardboard box on
Professor Ginley’s porch. Me. In the act of killing. If only I had
known what was inside. I could’ve done something about it. I was
defeated. No. I was a murderer.
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