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One bomb; the ripples of devastation—endless.

Tick … tick … tick …

 

Michelina

 

A week ago, I was a simple high school science teacher, and my biggest worry was making sure that my students got their final project in on time. Now, that is the furthest thing from my mind. Instead, I am in a race to save my life. In my possession is a key my grandfather left me. This key could change the lives of the five New York crime families that run the East Coast. I’m surrounded by the FBI and Mafia families. Good guys. Bad guys; the line blurs. One wrong decision could end so many lives, including my own.

 

Luca

 

I’ve lived my life on a dare. A life where I can do what I want when I want. Whoever gets in my way be damned. When I was assigned to protect her, she had no idea who I was—no one did. I didn’t expect to feel anything for her, except hate. Hate for what her family did to mine. Instead, I was beginning to fall in love with her. A forbidden love that could get us both killed or …  it could land us at the top of La Cosa Nostra.

 

One wrong decision and it could blow up in our face … literally.

 


 

 

In loving memory

Vito Batz
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My sweet Vito. You were so much more than just a dog. So many times, you licked away my tears. For seventeen years you were my ride or die partner in crime. With every move around the country, you took it all in stride. You listened when I needed you to. You tolerated Godiva and taught Sir Winston how to be a gentle friend. You were what all mankind should strive to be like. I miss you every day. Until we meet again. Hugs.
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Carmine Amato

 

We are born, and then we die. They are both expected. It’s the life we live in between that sets the standards we are willing to live with. Family is everything to me, however, there is always a “but.” We all have stories that become memories and before too long, those fade away too. When the book was opened to me, I became a made man. First, I took an oath: the Omertà code that we all must live by. You must be loyal and keep your mouth shut. You must put our Mafia family before your own flesh and blood. All these years, I thought I did just that. However, when they found out about my insurance policy, all bets were off. Having broken the most important rule, I was no longer the trusted one. To save my family, and of course myself, I did the unthinkable—I sang. The first thing I did was stash my books that detailed all the transgressions of the five families. The logs that show where I funneled cash, diamonds, emeralds, and photos that could bring down the United States Government if they got out. Then I gave a sample of what I had to the FBI. They were chomping at the bit to get me to agree to testify against the Mafia. I gave them a list of my terms, which I knew they would agree to. Once the agreement was signed, the fun began. Two years of cloak and dagger. Living in the shadows until it was time. Really, I thought it through and found this was a win for everyone involved … so I thought.


[image: ]


[image: ]



 

Michelina Amato Ciccone

 

My name is Michelina Frances Amato Ciccone. I was born in Brooklyn, New York. My mother, Frances Amato, never married my father. Oh, she had every intention of marrying him. Unfortunately, the Manhattan district attorney had other plans for my father, Nick Ciccone. After spending five years in Rikers Island, they killed my dad with a shank to his throat. My grandfather, Carmine, broke the news to my mom. I was too young to know what happened. All I remember is my mom crying and throwing our clothes in her car. She kept repeating that she would never be under Carmine’s thumb. That night we moved out of her parents’ house and never moved back. Mom and I moved to Mesa, Arizona. Mom wanted to make a new start, and Arizona had everything she wanted. Life was peaceful until my grandfather, Carmine Frances Amato, died of a heart attack. It is commonly referred to as “the widow maker.” After he died, my mom helped my grandmother sell everything they owned and moved her to Arizona. My grandma bought a house near my mom in Mesa. They said it was a new start. I was young when this happened, so I don’t have a lot of memories of Carmine. The ones I do have are mostly good. One day he was there and then he wasn’t. Neither my mom nor grandmother talk about death in the Amato home. Everyone continues on like it’s just another day in paradise. My mom got a job at Boeing where she made some good friends. She never dated or got married. I could never understand why she chose the life she did. I didn’t have much of a choice in anything until I was eighteen; I legally took my father’s name.

Today mom and I are at Grandma’s house, clearing everything out so she can sell it. Grandma’s house is in the Red Mountain Ranch community where the neighbors are close and look after each other. Unfortunately, the neighbors can’t be there 24/7. Even though Mom’s job at Boeing was only two miles away, she realized after the fire department’s third visit for a minor kitchen fire, it was time. Mom decided it was best to move Grandma into the assisted living community in the same area as her home, giving her peace of mind. She needs to sell the home and use the proceeds to pay for her care. Mom and I don’t really see eye to eye on most things, but I did promise to help her. It’s my only Saturday off from work and my best friend Jessica wanted to hang out, but the one thing I learned is that you never turn your back on family, no matter what. Thankfully, Jessica was okay with the change of plans. She used the weekend to go visit her folks in Flagstaff. So, I’m in the den, boxing up books to be donated, when I come across an old composition notebook.

“Mom, look what I found tucked behind some books. I think it was Grandpa’s.” I hold it out for her to look at, but she waves her hand over it.

“It’s nothing, Chelle, just the ramblings of an old man. Throw it away.”

“Throw it away. Why would I throw it away? I want to read it. I don’t have very many memories of him. Maybe it will give me a better insight to Grandpa.”

“Chelle, what’s there to learn? He did things his way, and if you went against him, well, let’s just say I’ve never met anyone that could hold a grudge longer than my father.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. You had him your whole life, but I had so little time with him,” I remind her. She looks right at me, but she doesn’t see me. Her eyes fill with tears, which is a rare thing for her. What is she remembering? What could be so painful?

“Do what you want with it, but remember, sometimes things are not always black and white. The only place perfect exists is in a delusional mind.” She wipes her eyes and quickly gets back to the task at hand … clearing out this house.

“Oh, and Chelle, if you are that interested in finding out more about your grandfather, there are boxes in the attic with all his journals. If you don’t want them, then put them out for the trash collector.”

I race up to the attic to retrieve his stuff. There are three bank boxes labeled “Carmine’s personal stuff.” If I open them now, I’ll never get done here. Instead, I drag them downstairs and put them in the trunk of my car. When I close the trunk, I stare at it for a moment longer than I should, like inside holds the key to some great mystery. Mom’s probably right; they are just the ramblings of an old man. I remind myself the sooner we get done here, the sooner this place can go on the market. I hope whoever buys it finds only happiness and love. Mom thought I would buy it, but the sadness here always outweighed the happy times. When I head inside to give Mom the all clear, I find her crying.

“Mom, what can I do to help?”

“Chelle, there is nothing anyone can do. We live the life we are given and not always the one we wish for.” I give her shoulder a squeeze, turn and head back out to my car. She follows closely behind me. “Chelle, are you coming home tonight?” she says as I step closer to my car.

I rent a guest cottage on the grounds of a small estate in Mesa. The owners live in Norway, and, for a very discounted rent, I take care of the maintenance for the main house. I couldn’t afford to buy a place of my own, so this worked out perfect for me. Mom was not happy about it. Even though she knows I have my own place now, a beautiful one that I call home, she doesn’t care. To her, the house I grew up in will always be my home. I turn around, keeping my composure, making sure my face doesn’t give away how annoyed I really am. “No, I’m heading back to my place. Unless you need me?” I put it out there, knowing she would never force me to change my plans.

“There are some things I would like to talk to you about, but I guess they can wait.” Her smile fades like a sunset at the beach. The guilt I feel, knowing how hard all this has been on her, makes me wish I could take back my quick response.

“You know, Mom, I haven’t eaten yet. How about we grab some dinner before I go home?”

“That would be great, if you have the time.”

“Always, Mom. I’ll follow you to the Blue Bird diner. That’s the halfway point for both of us. I can go home from there.”

I get into my car, start it up, roll down the windows, and blast the air conditioner to let some of the heat out of my car. I’m about to pull out of the driveway, but something is telling me to stop. I look in my rearview mirror before taking off and see Mom in her car putting her seatbelt on. She starts her car. Suddenly, there is a tremendous explosion. My car shakes and my back window splinters. I throw my car in park and get out. The heat hits me, taking my breath away. The explosion set off my own car alarm, preventing me from hearing my own screams. I’m trying to get to her, but someone is pulling me back. When I look over my shoulder, I realize it’s the neighbor’s grandson, Jimmy. Where did he come from? He wasn’t here a minute ago. I try to wiggle free, but his grip is tight. “Please, we need to help my mom.”

“There is nothing you can do for her. When my grandpa heard the explosion, he quickly called 911. The police and firefighters are on their way; they are only a mile up the road.” It’s still hard for me to hear, but when the flashing lights come into view, I feel hope. Two fire trucks, an ambulance, and two police cars quickly fill the area. The flames get worse as I yell for them to help my mom. The police and an EMT pull me back toward the ambulance, and Jimmy follows. I watch as the firefighters work on the car and the surrounding area, making sure it’s not spreading to the house.

“Please, you have to help my mom. She was in the car when it blew up.”

“Let the firefighters do their job while I check you over. Can you hear me?”

“You sound muffled, like I have cotton in my ears.”

“My partner is going to check your vitals while I check you for any cuts.”

“Please, make it fast. I’m fine, but it’s my mom,” my voice trails off as I see a

firefighter talking to a police officer and shaking his head. Any hope I had that my mom might still be alive quickly fades. The officer approaches me with a solemn look on his face. I push away from everyone and head toward him. The policeman introduces himself, but now my ears are ringing and I’m not sure which is worse.

“Miss, why don’t we move back? Can you tell us what happened?” His hand is on my back as he guides me further away from the car. The firefighter follows us, as does Jimmy. I quickly tell him how little I know.

“Was there anyone else in the car?” Knowing full well the answer before he asks, but I guess he has to make sure.

“No, just my mom.” My words echo around my head like yelling into a cavern.

“Do you know if your mother received any threats recently?”

“If she did, she never told me. However, my mom tends to play her cards close to her chest. If something happened, I would be the last to know.” I didn’t tell them she wanted to talk to me about something. What would be the point? I do not know what it was and now I never will.

“What about friends, work, or could she have been in a relationship that went bad?”

“She has or had one girlfriend at work. Her name is Constance Tucchi. She’s Mom’s supervisor. My mom just switched to the third shift at Boeing. With the sale of this house and the extra money working third shift, it let her spend more time with my grandma at the assisted living community.”

“What about financial problems? It’s very expensive to keep someone in an assisted living community.”

“Are you not paying attention?! I just told you what the plan was.” I’m shouting, yet again.

“Please, miss, I’m just trying to help.”

“You can start by calling me by my name: Chelle. If you want to help, then tell me, what the hell do I do now?”

“The fire didn’t spread to the house. When the investigator is done, you can continue on with the sale of the house. He will let you know when you can make arrangements for your mom. I’m sorry for your loss.” He turns and walks away. The firefighter follows close behind, writing notes on his pad. I lean against my car, staring at the smoldering pile of what used to be my mom and her car. What the hell was
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