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            PROLOGUE

          

          1980

        

      

    

    
      He had dreamed of wealth and power, only to discover he was a puppet in a theater he didn’t own.

      Hunched over, Ernest McCloskey sat on a wooden chair, elbows planted on the table, hands buried in his hair.   Across from him, a police officer stared him down, sliding a thin stack of papers in and out of a brown cardboard folder as if the motion alone could certify their worth.

      The interrogation room was narrow and impersonal, washed in a harsh, sickly light that sharpened the gray walls and the cold metal table bolted to the floor. Behind the officer, a large one-way mirror covered half the wall, reflecting nothing but a dull sheen—an imperfect surface where the neon light went to die.

      McCloskey knew that normally, officers stood behind that glass, hidden in shadow, watching his every move. But at this late hour, the pane felt lifeless, a surface beyond which there was only emptiness and silence.

      For the third time in less than an hour, the officer pulled a photo from the file and slapped it down in front of McCloskey. The same shockwave that had crushed him hours earlier hit him again, stealing his breath. A long, broken moan escaped him, punctuated by sobs.

      “We know this was a criminal act. We know you were at the scene. We have a reliable source who told us why you did it. We know everything, Mr. McCloskey. You’d be smart to talk now. If you do, the judge will take your cooperation into account.”

      McCloskey remained silent.

      He didn’t deny anything.

      He didn’t confess.

      He was stunned.

      A criminal act? A source? What the hell is he talking about?

      Nothing made sense. Who would do this—and why?

      A sharp knock at the door pulled him back. The officer stood, let a man in, and listened as his colleague whispered something in his ear. The officer nodded and turned back to McCloskey.

      “Your lawyer’s here. Do you want to speak with him?”

      “I don’t have a lawyer,” McCloskey replied automatically, his voice hollow, his eyes locked on the photograph.

      “Well, apparently you do,” the officer said, irritated by the attorney’s arrival.

      He leaned against the wall and shrugged.

      “Let him in.”

      A man in his thirties entered the room, wearing a tailored three-piece suit, as though he’d just stepped out of a cocktail party.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, scanning the room, “Is my client under arrest?”

      “Not at the moment,” the officer replied.

      “Very well. In that case, we’re done here.”

      He turned to McCloskey:

      “You’re free. Your friend is waiting for you at the entrance.”

      The officer stepped aside but locked eyes with McCloskey.

      “We’re not finished with you, Mr. McCloskey. Don’t leave the area and keep close to your phone. I’ll be in touch soon, and we’ll pick up where we left off.”

      Ernest slowly raised his head, then forced himself to his feet and followed the lawyer on unsteady legs.

      At the entrance, Alejandro—his friend and business partner—was waiting, his expression tight with worry.

      “You, okay?” he asked quietly.

      McCloskey didn’t answer.

      Alejandro took him by the arm and guided him toward the exit.

      “Thank you, counselor,” he said to the lawyer.

      “Of course. Get your friend home. The moment they contact him, call me.”  He turned to McCloskey:

      “Don’t say a word to them. Absolutely nothing until we know more.”

      McCloskey remained silent. Alejandro nodded, supported his friend, and headed for the car.

      “You can stand on your own?” he asked, bracing McCloskey against the car while fishing for his keys.

      McCloskey gave a vague nod.

      Alejandro opened the passenger door and was about to help him inside when a shadow emerged from the darkness.

      “What the fuck!” Alejandro blurted.

      The man—a hulking figure pushing three hundred pounds—approached the car and studied them both in turn, as if confirming they were the ones he was looking for.

      “Tony?” Alejandro muttered.

      The man didn’t answer. He shouldered past Alejandro and advanced toward McCloskey. Ernest immediately recognized Don Mastroianni’s enforcer.

      What is he doing here?

      As if he’d read his mind, Tony locked eyes with him.

      “The boss heard what happened.”

      McCloskey said nothing.

      In one brutal motion, the giant grabbed Ernest by the collar and slammed him against the hood. His hand closed around McCloskey’s throat.

      By reflex, Ernest struggled, trying to break free—but the man’s strength made it pointless.

      Alejandro stepped forward cautiously.

      “Let him go, Tony… Ernest⁠—”

      He didn’t get to finish. With an almost casual flick of his hand, Tony struck him across the face. Alejandro lifted off his feet and crashed to the ground. He touched his face, checking if anything was broken.

      “Don Mastroianni’s not happy,” Tony said, tightening his grip on McCloskey’s neck. “He doesn’t think you’ll be able to pay him back. Not after what happened tonight.”

      McCloskey’s eyes bulged; he clawed for air, unable to make a sound.

      “You’ve got until Friday,” Tony said, releasing him. He punctuated the threat with an almost affectionate tap on McCloskey’s chest.

      “But Don Mastroianni gave him until the end of the month!” Alejandro shouted.

      Tony made a sharp move in his direction, ready to strike again. Alejandro, still on the ground, scrambled backward.

      “Did I ask you?” Tony said, advancing.

      This time, Alejandro stayed silent.

      “Three days,” Tony repeated. “And if he doesn’t pay, you will.” His gaze bored into Alejandro. Then he turned and vanished back into the darkness.

      Alejandro waited a few seconds, then got up and went to his friend.

      “You, okay?”

      McCloskey didn’t answer.

      Alejandro slipped Ernest’s arm over his shoulder and gently guided him into the passenger seat. He got behind the wheel and drove toward the construction site. Fifteen minutes later, he parked in front of two identical apartment buildings, still under construction.

      He opened the passenger door and helped McCloskey out. Alejandro had never been particularly strong, and the effort of holding him up weighed on him.

      He unlocked the main door, turned on the lights, and walked down a long corridor. The work wasn’t finished yet: the walls were plastered, the floor littered with debris and materials.

      At the end of the hall, Alejandro opened the door to what served as their headquarters—an unfinished apartment they had furnished sparsely. The room was austere: a desk, a padded armchair, a few chairs for visitors, and several filing cabinets stacked with documents, invoices, and engineering plans.

      The only luxury was a small dresser lined with bottles, a fridge stocked with beer, and a tiny freezer whose sole purpose was providing ice for the occasional double scotch.

      Alejandro went to the dresser, poured two generous measures of Macallan, set one glass in front of McCloskey, and sat on one of the visitor chairs.

      “I’m sorry, Ernest… I truly am. I never would have thought…”

      Crushed into the padded chair, McCloskey buried his face in his hands and broke down. He had lost everything.

      Alejandro stood and placed a hand on his shoulder, waiting for the wave of despair to pass.

      “You know I’m here for you,” he said, almost gently.

      No response.

      He withdrew his hand, sat back down, and said nothing.

      There was nothing to say.

      Alejandro sipped his drink while McCloskey stared into space, exhausted. Long minutes passed, the silence pressing down on the room.

      Finally, Alejandro stood and went to one of the filing cabinets. He opened the top drawer and pulled out a sheaf of papers—a legal document, by the look of it.

      He placed it on the desk, then sat down again. McCloskey watched without reacting.

      Alejandro waited a few moments, as if weighing his words.

      “Listen, Ernest. I know this isn’t the time… but we have to act. Now.”

      McCloskey looked up, dazed.

      “You want to talk business… now? After everything that just happened?”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Alejandro said.

      “The Don won’t give you another chance. Either you pay, or you die. And apparently, so will I.”

      “I don’t care,” McCloskey shot back.

      “Well, I do,” Alejandro snapped. “You’re my friend. My only friend. And I won’t let you sink. Tonight was… tragic,” he said, trailing off, avoiding the details. “But life goes on.”

      He paused again.

      “I always knew it could come to this… With Mastroianni.  With everything.”

      “I had a contract drawn up,” he said. “Nothing complicated. But it’s the only solution.”

      “And what does your contract say?” McCloskey finally asked. Despite the pain, the businessman in him was still there.

      “It’s a bank loan. Everything goes up as collateral—the apartment buildings you finished last year, the ones almost done, the machinery, the tools, everything you own. They’ll lend you the money you need to pay the Don.”

      “And the terms?”

      “They seize everything if you don’t repay within six months.”

      “And the bank agreed?” McCloskey asked, surprised. “I thought they didn’t trust us anymore.”

      “You know I can be persuasive,” Alejandro said, smiling for the first time in hours.

      “And Jeannette?” McCloskey asked, his voice breaking.

      “I showed her the papers. She agreed. Ernest, we don’t have a choice.”

      Alejandro stood, took a pen from the cup, and set it on the contract. “Just sign on the last page. I’ll handle the rest.”

      McCloskey stared at his friend, his eyes empty. Jeannette usually handled these things. He was an entrepreneur—not an accountant or a lawyer. Paperwork had never been his strength.

      “The last page?”

      “Yes. After that, I’ll deal with the bank.”

      McCloskey hesitated, then set the pen down on the document.

      “Give me some time. I’ll read it and sign tomorrow morning. Not tonight.”

      They both knew McCloskey never read legal documents. But Alejandro didn’t push him and promised to come back late morning.

      “It’s late,” he said, standing. He squeezed McCloskey’s shoulder.

      “I love you, my friend,” he said, kissing the top of his head before leaving quietly.

      Ernest watched him go, then collapsed back into his chair, sobbing. Exhausted, he finally drifted off.

      He never knew whether he’d slept one hour, five, or ten. But when he woke, reality hit him with full force. He was a broken man. Everything he had built had collapsed like a house of cards.

      He opened the desk drawer, took out a revolver, and set it beside the documents Alejandro had left behind.

      He picked up the pen and flipped through the pages without reading them, stopping at the last—already signed by Alejandro and someone else, likely the lawyer who’d drafted the contract.

      He hesitated, wondering whether Jeannette had really read it. After all, she’d never mentioned this deal to him.

      Maybe he should have at least glanced at the previous page, the final clause—the only one that mattered:

      Ernest McCloskey transfers all his money and all his assets, in return for services rendered and without compensation, to DON MASTROIANNI.

      But the effort was beyond him. And anyway, he didn’t care.

      The room’s ghostly silence was broken by the ringing of the phone. He looked at the receiver, then at the gun.

      What’s the point?

      He took the revolver in his left hand, the pen in his right, and leaned over the document.

      All he had to do was sign… then pull the trigger.
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      Ernest's father, Jonathan, was a federal government employee.  According to McCloskey, his father held an administrative position of unspeakable dullness—a bland, unremarkable job that had turned him into a complete moron.

      To fill the void in his life, his father had proclaimed himself an art collector. He had read every book on great painters and could recite by heart the birthdate of any Renaissance artist.

      His dream? To one day stumble upon a Rembrandt or Picasso at a garage sale, sold by some fool who had no idea what they were giving away. But so far, all he had collected were canvases by obscure nobodies—paintings worth no more than the price he paid to have them framed.

      To McCloskey, his father was the epitome of what not to become: a dreamer with no ambition, destined to die surrounded by useless works of art headed for the landfill.

      His mother inspired no more enthusiasm. Quiet and subdued, she embodied the textbook housewife. McCloskey had no siblings—and that was just as well. He had no interest in sharing the mediocrity that had engulfed his childhood.

      By the age of twelve, he had already taken on a series of odd jobs—cashier, paperboy, grocery store clerk, and most notably, gofer on a construction site—anything that would allow him to save money, escape poverty, and climb the social ladder.

      One September morning, just after his seventeenth birthday, he sat down at the family table and, between two bites of spaghetti, informed his parents that he was quitting school to go into business.  He had saved money and planned to borrow more to build a house in a fast-developing area of Gatineau.

      "Absolutely not!" his father shouted, uncharacteristically raising his voice. "Education is the only thing you can count on. Do you really want to make a living flipping burgers at a greasy spoon?"

      "Why not? I’d make more money running a chip truck than pushing paper in a government office."

      "Nonsense!" his father roared, red with rage at the insult to the noble calling of public service. "You’re not even eighteen. And besides, no bank will lend you a cent."

      "That’s why I’m asking if you can lend me the money and co-sign a bank loan with the house as collateral."

      Jonathan McCloskey nearly choked, spitting out a piece of spaghetti that landed in the middle of the table. 

      "Are you crazy? I’m not risking everything I’ve built for the past twenty years. As long as you live here, you’ll go to school and get yourself a proper career. Construction is for brutes—ignorant men who couldn’t tell a Picasso from a Van Gogh."

      "Who gives a damn about your painters? They’re all losers anyway!"

      That was the final straw. Dropping out of school was already serious, but insulting the greatest artists in history was pure blasphemy.

      "Go to your room! Tomorrow morning, you’re going to college. End of story."

      Ernest didn’t budge. He remained seated, watching his mother cry like a fountain, overwhelmed by the argument between her husband and son.

      "And you, Mom—what do you think?"

      She said nothing. In their household, she had no say in major decisions. That was the man’s role.

      Ernest waited a moment, then, faced with the wall of silence, got up and retreated to his bedroom. He had no intention of going back to school.

      The next morning, his father entered his room before leaving for work.

      "I expect you to be at college this morning. Understood?"

      Ernest didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at him. He was reading, for the seventh time, the biography of Joseph P. Kennedy—his ultimate hero, second only to John D. Rockefeller. Two men who had started from nothing and built empires.

      His father, eager to avoid another fight before work, gave up.

      "You should stop reading those biographies of rich men. All they do is give ideas that will lead you nowhere. I expect you at school. We’ll talk tonight."

      Ernest stayed silent. What was the point? He had lost the lottery of birth. It wasn’t fair. Why had he been born into a family of nobodies, when he could’ve been a nobleman at the English court?

      "Damn it all to hell!" he shouted, hurling the book against the wall.  He lay on the bed, eyes shut.  I’m not going to school today.  To hell with him.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, his mother knocked on his door. She entered quietly, as the shadow she was in that house. She sat on his bed.

      "I believe in your project," she said.

      McCloskey looked at her, surprised. That didn’t sound like his mother—defying his father’s authority.

      "Really?"

      "Yes. You know I love your father. But he’s a cautious man—maybe too much. That’s why I chose him."

      "Because he was too cautious? That’s ridiculous."

      She smiled. "Maybe. But I needed stability. I didn’t want to relive what happened to your grandfather."

      "What happened? You’ve never told me anything about him."

      "You never knew him. He died long before you were born. Theodore—God rest his soul—was a lot like you."

      "Why haven’t you told me about him?"

      "Because it didn’t end well."

      "You always said he died of a heart attack. Are you afraid the same thing will happen to me?"

      "He didn’t die of a heart attack.  Your grandfather was a dreamer. At twenty-five, he bought the garage where he worked. To make it happen, he borrowed money from everyone he knew."

      "And?"

      "And he succeeded. He repaid every cent. The garage was a success. But that wasn’t enough. He bought a second garage, then a third. Then he got it into his head that he’d get rich by investing in the stock market. Making money wasn’t enough—he wanted to be the richest, the most powerful, the most respected man in town. And God help us, he might have set his sights on Canada—maybe the world."

      "What happened?"

      "He lost everything in the stock market. Your grandfather wasn’t a financier. He took too many risks. He went bankrupt."

      "Shit. Did he bounce back?"

      "No. Things weren’t so simple back then. Bankruptcy left a permanent stain. No one wanted anything to do with him. He became isolated. Alcohol became his escape, and one night, after drinking too much, he died in a car crash."

      "Wow. And you’re afraid that’ll happen to me?"

      "No. You’re not him. You’re my son. And I believe in you."

      "Thanks", said McCloskey, moved. "But now what? I’m not going back to school. I’ve worked on construction sites for three years—I know how it works. I can do this. I will succeed."

      "I know, son. How much do you need?"

      "Two hundred thousand. I’ve done all the math. If I do a lot of the work myself, I can even get by with a little less."

      "Two hundred thousand is a lot. Our house cost us sixty thousand, and it’s perfectly fine."

      "I want to build a luxury home. I don’t give a damn about ordinary houses."

      "Like your grandfather," she sighed.

      "But I don’t need it all right away. If I had twenty grands, that would be enough. The bank would cover the rest—if I provide guarantees."

      "Like our house?"

      "Yes. But I’ll pay you back. The luxury home market is booming. I’m sure I’ll sell it before I even finish it."

      "And how much do you have?"

      "Eight thousand. I’ve saved every penny I’ve earned over the past six years. I haven’t spent a cent."

      "But you’re still twelve thousand short."

      "Yes. But you saved money for college. And I know you’ve got some personal savings. It’s an investment. I’ll repay you with interest—in a year. You can’t lose," he said, eyes bright with hope.

      "You’re right. We saved three thousand dollars for your studies, and I’ve secretly put aside two thousand dollars of my own—without your father noticing. But that’s still not enough. We’re short seven thousand. And your father will never agree to use the house as collateral."

      Ernest’s shoulders collapsed like a house of cards. I’ll never make it.

      But his mother gently gripped his arm and gave him a knowing smile.

      "Give me a few days. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe there’s another way. But for now, I need you to go to school. I promise I’ll do everything I can. But I don’t want to be caught in the middle of a fight between you and your father. If I don’t find a solution in a week, you can do whatever you want. But until then, do as he asks."

      McCloskey nodded, convinced the project was dead on arrival.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, his mother entered his room just after his father left for work.

      "Get dressed. We’re going for a drive."

      "Where to?"

      "You’ll see."

      Three hours later, they arrived in Montreal, where she parked in front of a small convenience store.

      "Where are we?" McCloskey asked.

      "At your Uncle Victor’s place."

      McCloskey barely knew his uncle. They saw each other once a year at Christmas—and only when a snowstorm didn’t keep him from visiting. Victor was an austere man who spoke little, smiled even less, and didn’t interact with children. Ernest couldn’t recall having exchanged more than a dozen complete sentences with his uncle over the past fifteen years.

      The convenience store was located on a quiet street corner in the Villeray neighborhood. Its narrow façade displayed slightly faded neon signs, and its front window was plastered with lottery ads, beer promotions, and cigarette posters. Inside, the aisles were narrow but well-stocked. A soft scent of chewing gum and coffee warmed the air. Behind the counter, Victor sat on a stool near the cash register, chatting with an elderly woman holding a newspaper and a carton of milk. He was smiling brightly—something Ernest had never seen from his uncle.

      Apparently, he was different with clients.

      Once the customer had left, his mother approached the counter and kissed her brother on both cheeks. She looked genuinely happy to see him.

      “You’ve grown so much,” said Victor, looking his nephew up and down.

      “Yes, Uncle. Unlike you,” Ernest replied, finding his uncle’s remark stupid.

      Victor smiled but didn’t respond. “Your mother tells me you want to go into business.”

      McCloskey didn’t know what to say. Did his mother actually believe her brother would invest in his project? He glanced at the rows of boxes and cans lining the store shelves and wondered what his uncle could possibly know about business.

      Can’t be worth much, he thought.

      Victor sensed exactly what was going through his nephew’s mind.

      “Do you know how much this is worth?”

      “The store?”

      “Yes.”

      “No idea,” said McCloskey, estimating the place at just under two hundred thousand dollars. Maybe a bit more, if you counted the inventory.

      “A million,” said his uncle.

      That got his attention. A million? How could a hole-in-the-wall store like this possibly be worth a million dollars?

      “Surprised? Just the property alone is worth seven hundred thousand. Add in the foot traffic and the merchandise, and you easily cross the million mark.”

      Ernest whistled, impressed by the numbers.

      “And what do you think the annual revenue is for a store like mine?”

      This time, McCloskey took the question seriously. He looked around the store again and did a quick mental calculation. “I’d say four hundred thousand dollars.”

      “Bang on! Four hundred thousand and some change. Not bad for a little place selling beer and cigarettes.”

      Ernest was hooked. Against all odds, he was talking to a real businessman—someone in his own family who could actually understand him. “And the profit margin?”

      “Roughly ten percent—after my salary.”

      Wow! That’s huge.

      “Enough to invest in a new venture. Your mother said you wanted to get into luxury home construction. Is that right?”

      Fired up with enthusiasm, McCloskey outlined his project in meticulous detail. Disguised as curiosity, Victor asked dozens of questions, trying to gauge how serious he was. Ernest had an answer for everything. His business plan was clear. After an hour of discussion, Victor made his move.

      “I have the money you’re missing, and I can guarantee your loan at the bank. But you’ll have to pay interest, and I want to be fully repaid within two years. Do you think you can manage that?”

      McCloskey leapt up and rushed to the counter, shaking his uncle’s hand. “Consider it done,” he said.
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      McCloskey purchased a lot in one of the city’s most exclusive neighborhoods. His gamble was risky but calculated. Location. Location. Location. By constructing a luxury residence in a sought-after area, he would secure a high selling price and reap a substantial profit, which he would reinvest in an even more ambitious project.

      McCloskey threw himself heart and soul into this project. He hired three workers who labored alongside him from dawn till dusk. He took on the most grueling tasks, determined to learn every aspect of the trade. He would arrive at the site at the crack of dawn and leave only late at night. He was happy.

      He was building something through sheer willpower and determination. He was laying the foundation of his empire. Granted, it was still small, but in his mind he’d already envisioned thousands of people working for him.

      His gamble paid off immediately, as he sold the house before even completing it. Encouraged, he launched a second construction project—and found a buyer before the first walls had even gone up.

      His dream was taking shape. He was dealing with wealthy clients eager for his services. He was making a name for himself. People were impressed to see someone so young achieving so much. Many approached him, eager to meet this promising entrepreneur. They offered to work with him or invest in his company.  McCloskey was flattered, but he turned down every offer, until the day he met a real estate agent with whom he felt an immediate connection.

      Alejandro Prince was a tall, lanky man with sharp features and a charming smile. He exuded the same mix of charisma and confidence as those slick salesmen who peddle vacuums, used cars, or anything else worth selling.

      His dark brown hair, always slightly tousled, gave him a relaxed, approachable look. But his most striking trait was his natural interpersonal skills. He knew exactly how to put people at ease, feigning genuine interest while subtly steering the conversation toward his own objectives. His piercing gaze and warm smile were his greatest weapons. He knew when to flatter, when to reassure, and when to push to get what he wanted. His detractors called him a viper. He preferred to think of himself as a leader of men and women.

      Alejandro claimed to be of Spanish origin—or at least, that’s what he let people believe. “Como estas hoy?” were the only Spanish words he knew. Some said he was actually from the Eastern Townships, a pure Quebecker with not a drop of European blood. But that didn’t matter. His assumed identity gave him an air of distinction, which he skillfully used to enhance his own prestige.

      With his disarming smile and infectious energy, he hypnotized those around him, like an illusionist playing with smoke and mirrors. People were drawn to him, and some would have granted him a free pass to paradise.

      “Good evening, Mr. McCloskey,” he said, introducing himself during a business networking event of the Chamber of Commerce. “Allow me to introduce myself: Alejandro Prince, real estate agent and all-around entrepreneur.”

      McCloskey raised an eyebrow. He didn’t have high regard for real estate agents.

      “Oh yeah? And what exactly does an ‘all-around entrepreneur’ do?”

      “I’m involved in all kinds of entrepreneurial activities!” Alejandro replied with a bright smile, pretending not to notice McCloskey’s dismissive tone.

      “That’s cute. But still?” McCloskey pressed.

      “I have a sixth sense for spotting promising talent,” Alejandro declared. “And you, my friend, have caught my eye.”

      “You’re planning to propose to me?” McCloskey quipped.

      “You’ve got it all figured out. But what I’m talking about is a business proposal.”

      “I don’t do business with others.”

      “Everyone needs someone, whether they admit it or not. And you need me.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t.”

      “What if I told you there was a faster way to become rich and powerful?”

      McCloskey arched an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued. That was Alejandro’s true talent—reading people’s deepest desires and using them to his advantage.

      “Go on,” said McCloskey

      “Your houses are fine. But at this rate, it’ll take you ten years to start making real money.”

      “I’m in no hurry.”

      “Of course you are,” Alejandro said with a knowing wink. “Everything about you screams impatience. You want to be rich, and fast. Am I wrong?”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then you wouldn’t be in the family homes business. Even fancy ones. You’d be building apartments. And you’d start with sixteen units. Now that’s where the money is. Month after month, year after year.”

      “Maybe. But I can’t afford to build sixteen units. Not even eight. You’re wasting your time.”

      “What if I could secure the financing for you? What if we joined forces in this exciting venture?”

      McCloskey hesitated. Is it possible? Can things move faster? “What are you proposing?”

      “If I get you the financing for your sixteen units, we go into business together. How’s that?”

      “I’ll consider it,” McCloskey replied, convinced it was just idle talk.
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        * * *

      

      The very next day, Alejandro headed to the municipal offices. As a real estate agent, he knew the system’s ins and outs—and the employees in charge of the sector. His destination was the grants office, where he had a long-standing contact, Louis-José.

      The municipal offices were a hodgepodge of cubicles, methodically lined up, one against the other. Each space, delineated by thin gray fabric partitions, barely accommodated a computer, a few files, and an uncomfortable chair. Privacy was virtually nonexistent—phone conversations blended with the clatter of keyboards, and employees, separated by mere inches, could hear every sigh, every exchange. The impersonal fluorescent lighting bathed the space in a cold glow, reinforcing the austere atmosphere of an environment where efficiency took precedence over comfort.

      “Hey, LJ! How’s it going?”

      “Much worse than thirty seconds ago,” Louis-José retorted.

      Alejandro burst out laughing. “Come on, LJ—after all these years?”

      Alejandro and Louis-José had a long history of ‘transactions,’ spanning more than a decade. Alejandro was known for his unorthodox requests, which caused frequent administrative headaches.

      “Come on,” Louis-José sighed. “Let’s move to a closed office.”

      LJ stood up and led Alejandro to one of the tiny individual offices set aside for taxpayers requiring private conversations. The space was barely large enough for a table and four chairs.

      “What can I do for you, Alejandro?”

      “I have a client looking to secure a grant for a housing project downtown. He’s a well-established developer, ready to start immediately.”

      “He just has to complete a formal application,” said Louis-José, letting out a weary sigh and shaking his head.

      “You know full well that’ll take at least a year if he follows the official channels.”

      “So what?”

      “So,” Alejandro said smoothly, “I was thinking... if someone on the inside could help us speed things up, we’d be more than happy to compensate them for their efforts. After all, do we really need all this unnecessary paperwork?”

      The bribe was clear and waiting. And given Louis-José’s precarious financial situation, the proposal resonated with him. After all, he wouldn’t be the first—nor the last—to take advantage of such an arrangement.

      “What exactly are we talking about?” he asked cautiously.

      “The average grant is around five hundred thousand, right?”

      “It can go up to seven fifty for low-income housing.”

      “What a coincidence!” Alejandro exclaimed. “That’s exactly what my developer is planning.”

      “And?” prompted Louis-José.

      “A little ten would seem appropriate. What do you think?”

      “Ten thousand?” Louis-José’s eyes gleamed with greed.

      “Ten thousand,” Alejandro confirmed, though he had been thinking more along the lines of ten percent of the grant—but he wasn’t about to turn down an easy discount.

      “Paid in advance?”

      “Upon receipt of funds.”

      “Five now, five upon disbursement?” Louis-José attempted to negotiate.

      “Ten upon disbursement. Fifteen if we wrap it up by the end of the month.”

      “Impossible. These things take months.”

      “Twenty if we get the grant within four weeks. Final offer.”

      Louis-José hesitated. The risk was high. The municipality didn’t hand out subsidies without a strict process, but, as his father used to say, there’s always a way. Besides, the temptation was too strong.

      “For a deadline that tight, I’ll need another ten thousand. I’ll have to convince a few colleagues, and that comes at a price.”

      “You got it,” Alejandro agreed.

      “The application needs to be filed no later than the end of the week.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Alejandro stood, shook Louis-José’s hand, and left the office. Greed. It’s the one thing you can always count on, Alejandro thought.
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        * * *

      

      A wide grin lit up McCloskey’s face when Alejandro shared the news. Sure, the idea of having to pay a seventy-five thousand bribe to a government official didn’t thrill him, but in the grand scheme of things, it was a small price to pay for what lay ahead: acquiring a rental property and securing a stable, long-term income.

      For his part, Alejandro was just as satisfied with how things had played out. He had just discreetly pocketed a princely sum of $45,000. Since the payment would be in cash, there would be no trace of it, and neither Louis-José nor McCloskey would ever be aware of his little maneuver.

      Not that it mattered. “I deserve it,” Alejandro told himself. “After all, I orchestrated the whole deal.”

      “You can start looking for a new lot,” Alejandro declared. “I’d recommend downtown Gatineau. It’s cheaper, and anyway, these units are meant for the less fortunate.”

      “I’ve already scouted two or three locations,” McCloskey replied enthusiastically.

      “Just one small detail before we pop the champagne.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s a fifty-fifty deal. We become equal partners in your business… I mean, our business.”

      McCloskey froze. “No way! I built this company from the ground up. I see no reason to give away half of it for a single opportunity!” he snapped.

      Alejandro smiled, unperturbed. “First, you gain a golden partner. Isn’t it thanks to me that you’ll get the grant? Imagine all the other things I could do for you. I have hundreds of contacts, and I know the real estate market far better than you do.

      “Second, it’s non-negotiable. If I don’t get equal share in your company, I’ll withdraw from the deal, and you can go on building your little houses. You’re not the only developer in Gatineau, and I know plenty of others who would jump at the opportunity. If you want, we’ll talk about it in ten years’ time, when you finally start making real money with your tiny projects.” Alejandro gathered his papers and rose to leave.

      McCloskey felt the pinch. He had always refused the idea of a business partner. But Alejandro had potential. He had connections. He could accelerate McCloskey’s success and help him achieve his dreams faster.

      So why not?

      “Fine. But you’re going to have to earn your share. I’m not giving you a free ride.”

      Alejandro extended his hand. “Deal?”

      McCloskey hesitated for a moment—then firmly shook hands with his new associate. “Deal.”
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      Ernest had never been popular. He was one of those who was simply ignored. Shy and introverted, he struggled to connect with other children whom he found insignificant. During recess, he played alongside the students who made up that invisible crowd—the ones we only vaguely remember later in life. In truth, Ernest was eager to move past this mandatory phase and step into adulthood, where real things happened.

      By the age of seventeen, he felt he had learned everything necessary to navigate life—reading, writing, arithmetic, and just enough general culture to avoid looking like a complete fool.

      His reserved nature did little to make him appealing to women. Not that it mattered. He had no time to waste chasing love—a fleeting emotion that, in his view, brought nothing but disappointment. Even the greatest love stories eventually withered and died under the weight of everyday monotony.

      That was why he was so surprised when, as he neared his twenties, he felt an unexpected attraction to a brown-haired girl. It was as if his heart had momentarily rebelled against his usual indifference.

      Jeannette Dufour was the daughter of one of his workers. At first glance, she didn’t fit the conventional standards of striking beauty. Her face was soft and harmonious but lacked any particularly dazzling features. Yet all it took was a moment in her presence to notice her eyes—alive, radiant, and bursting with intelligence.

      Her brown hair, usually tied back in a braid or a casually arranged bun, framed a luminous, expressive face that was constantly in motion. But her true uniqueness lay in her eyes—deep brown with golden flecks.

      They lit up with every burst of laughter, sparkled with mischief when she played with words, and shone with intense focus when she was deep in thought.

      Jeannette had a quick mind, always seeking knowledge and understanding. Curious and perceptive, she could grasp the nuances of a conversation in an instant and respond with humor and sharp insight.

      Her beauty, though subtle, was amplified by her infectious energy, her spontaneity, and that playful gleam in her gaze. She possessed a charm that did not immediately strike but rather revealed itself over time.

      Jeannette regularly visited her father at the construction site. She would bring him dinner and chat with the workers. McCloskey felt at home among them. Discussions were unpretentious, and he laughed heartily at the saucy jokes that were the hallmark of their conversations.

      In time, Jeannette became curious about McCloskey’s plans. She peppered him with questions. Where are you heading? What will you do once the apartment building is finished? Where do you see yourself in ten years? Twenty?

      What struck McCloskey most was that Jeannette seemed genuinely interested in what he had to say. One day, she brought him the book, “The Very, Very Rich and How They Got That Way” by Max Guntherthe.

      Ernest was touched by the gift. It was the first time someone had taken his dreams seriously. So, in an uncharacteristic moment of boldness, he invited her to dinner and a movie. The spell was cast, and without realizing it, he fell in love with Jeannette.

      To McCloskey, the girl was more than a mere love interest. She was his friend and his confidante. She encouraged him in his business ventures and was always ready with advice. When she didn’t have an answer, she would go to the library and find one.

      Jeannette was fully supporting McCloskey’s every move and decision, with one notable exception. She was wary of Alejandro, whom she found superficial. She instinctively sensed his deceitfulness. “Be careful with him,” she warned him.

      “We can trust him,” responded McCloskey. “After all, he’s the one who secured the funding for our buildings. He has a vested interest in our success.”

      “I’m not sure,” Jeannette replied, lacking concrete evidence to support her unease. Eventually, she let it go. Maybe she was wrong.

      After eleven months of dating, Ernest asked Jeannette to marry him. He had found the love of his life without ever searching for her. A soulmate with whom he wanted to share his dreams. The engagement was celebrated with great fanfare, and the wedding date was set for early June of the following year.
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        * * *

      

      The first business problems began soon after the engagement. McCloskey had completed construction of his first apartment building and had met all his deadlines. He had therefore qualified for the municipal subsidy. All his units were rented, and money was flowing. He had enough to pay the bank, his uncle Victor, and even make a small profit, which he planned to reinvest in future projects.

      McCloskey was ambitious and decided to build two sixteen family units, side by side. After all, why not take full advantage of the city’s generosity? He bought two adjacent lots in downtown Gatineau, hired two teams of workers, and launched simultaneous construction on both buildings. A demanding task, but an exhilarating one. Everything was progressing exactly as he had envisioned.

      But this temporary calm in his business came to an abrupt end once construction began.  As usual, crews arrived on-site at sunrise.

      That day, the first-floor flooring was to be laid, and the supporting walls were to be erected. McCloskey was absent, as he had a meeting with the architects.

      About an hour after work had begun, four men strode onto the site, baseball bats in hand. They climbed onto the newly installed flooring and surrounded the ten-man crew working on the first building.

      No one moved. Even the team assigned to the second building stopped what they were doing, watching uneasily from a distance. The one who seemed to be leading the group took a step forward.

      “I hear you’re not legit,” he said.

      Silence. Despite their numbers, the workers knew they stood no chance against these hardened thugs wielding bats.

      “Did the cat eat your tongues?”

      The foreman hesitated, then took a few cautious steps forward. “Everyone
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