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CHAPTER ONE
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2007

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE fucking awful July days where the air was so thick it felt as though I was breathing underwater. By noon my shirt was soaked with sweat and clung to my body like a second skin so I stripped it off after my lunch break. Construction was hard and today it was just me and one other guy working at the job site since only clean-up was left to do. Rico Grabano, the owner of the construction company, Grabano & Sons, was also on site, but he was in the job trailer doing whatever it was he did. Maybe he was just sitting in there enjoying the air conditioning – the lucky bastard. One day I knew that would be me, but right then I was stuck with grunt work.

Since it was a Friday, Larry, who was getting paid a lot more per hour than I was and was flirting with overtime, left early, leaving me to finish cleaning up debris: bits and pieces of rebar, broken sheets of drywall, splintered two by fours and various other crap. I tossed these into a dumpster except for the rebar which went into a bucket for scrap metal. The skin on my back and shoulders was feeling tight from sunburn, but I ignored the discomfort and kept working. I was one of the youngest on Grabano’s payroll and one of the least experienced. Most day laborers knew more about this business than I did, but I was clean cut, energetic and in shape. These qualities must have appealed to Rico when he hired me or he smelled how desperately I needed the work. So here I was trying to maintain my enthusiasm as the heat and humidity drained everything else out of me. 

The crunch of tires on gravel made me look towards the entrance of the job site. A tinted out black Mercedes rolled in and stopped near the trailer. I was bent over picking up a piece of drywall and watched as two men emerged from the vehicle. I hadn’t seen them before and they weren’t dressed for construction; wearing dress pants, freshly shined loafers and crisp polo shirts. Both men had sunglasses on and when the one who stepped out from the passenger side turned to head towards the trailer, I noticed he had another accessory: a gun handle peeked out from the waistband of his pants. 

I straightened up at the sight of the weapon and started walking towards the two men. As they approached the trailer, the door swung open hard, slamming against aluminum siding with a clang. Rico filled the doorway. Judging by the scowl on his reddening face, I gathered that these guys were not welcome visitors. 

“What the fuck are you doin’ here?” Rico yelled. 

“We’re here to send a message,” the man said and pulled the gun from its holster, pointing it at Rico. I didn’t hesitate and ran forward; shoving the unarmed man to the side and, coming up from behind, I slipped back to my high school football days by tackling the man with the weapon. He grunted from the impact and the gun went skittering across the dirt, out of reach. A few quick punches rendered the guy unconscious, but I didn’t account for the other man and he jumped on my back, wrestling me to the ground. We struggled and he got in a few good hits to my face. Blood leaked into my eye from a cut on my eyebrow, but I ignored it and finally tossed the guy off of me. We both stood and faced each other, but in those few seconds while I was getting up he had armed himself with a section of rebar. 

Just like during a game, everything slowed down and I focused on the immediate threat in front of me, but also cast a net of awareness out to variables that could impact my outcome. Rico had disappeared inside the trailer, the door swinging lazily in the light breeze. The man I had knocked unconscious was coming to; eliciting a low moan as he moved his head back and forth. I heard the rebar cutting through thick air as it swung towards me and I stepped away, narrowly avoiding being struck in the face. 
The guy took another swing. This one I anticipated and grabbed the other end, yanking him towards me. Before he could react, he was right in front of me and I wrenched the rebar out of his hand, tossing it to the side then latched onto the front of his shirt. He landed a few punches, hitting my stomach and ribs, but it was a dirty hit to my throat that caused me to release him. 

I had been in a few fights growing up, usually on the football field or in the locker room when testosterone was amped, but this fight was different. Now that the man’s sunglasses had been knocked loose, I could see the deadly intent in his eyes. I had no doubt this man had killed before and wasn’t against doing it again. Realizing the stakes had been raised I sucked in some deep breaths and went into defense mode. We circled each other, drawing closer with each step until I could smell his cigarette laced breath. I delivered a punch, connecting with his jaw. His head snapped back and with a yell full of angry pain, he retaliated by headbutting me, missing my nose by less than an inch, but the impact of forehead against forehead hurt like a motherfucker and spots danced in front of my eyes. Shaking it off, I hit the man again; this time blood spilled when his lip split wide open and I even felt his teeth shift underneath my knuckles. 

Lowering my center of gravity, I crouched down then launched, wrapping my arms around the man in a classic tackle move, bringing him back down to the ground. We rolled around, each of us fighting for the upper hand. The man was tiring; his movements growing more sluggish and his white polo was now brown and torn in several places. Sensing his fatigue, I pinned him, pressing my forearm against his windpipe. His face was turning red and he clawed at my arm, but I was in the zone and refused to let up until the sound of a gun being fired got my attention.  

I jerked at the loud crack and looked in the direction of where it came from. The other man who I had knocked unconscious lay face down in the dirt facing me and a pool of blood oozed out from beneath his head. Rico stood in the doorway of the trailer, lowering his gun. This distraction cost me my edge and the man succeeded in bucking me off. He leapt to his feet then snatched up the rebar and charged at me. Rico watched from the short distance as if waiting to see how I’d react. 

Spying the other man’s discarded gun a few feet away, I rolled in a semi somersault and grabbed it just as the man was about ready to run me through with the rebar like it was a sword. Gripping the gun with both hands to keep it steady, I fired and managed hit the man in his chest, dead center. He stumbled a few steps, as if he was tripping over his feet and I reflexively shot him again. The rebar dropped onto the dirt with a thud, stirring up a small cloud of dust. Blood leaked out around two bullet holes, staining his shirt at an alarming rate. The man moved his mouth, but only a strangled groan came out before he collapsed by my feet. I was frozen and transfixed on the gruesome scene before me. 

I had just killed a man and while I felt bad about it, I’m glad I was the one still standing. They weren’t here to play nice and it could have been me on the ground. Rico walked over, nudging each man with his shoe, confirming they were dead. My stomach rolled at this callous action and I swallowed hard, finally finding the ability to look away.

“Good job, Grant,” Rico said and clapped me on the back. “Now we gotta clean up. Let me show you the advantages of owning a construction company.” He pulled his cell phone out of his jeans pocket and made a call. He went back into the trailer and came out with a roll of plastic sheeting. Maybe it was shock or I needed someone to tell me what to do, but I followed Rico’s lead.

“Who are these guys and what did they want?” I asked as we started to wrap the bodies up. 

He paused and looked over at me. Sweat dripped down his face. His salt and pepper hair was drenched and stuck to his head. “Business associates. A deal went south and apparently they didn’t take it too good.” 

I had no idea the construction business could be so dangerous, but I accepted his explanation and went back to wrapping up the bodies. I had to pause and turn away when Rico rolled the man with the hole in his head onto the plastic. His forehead had been blown out, leaving a flap of bloody skin encrusted with dirt. 

“You did good today, Grant, and,” he gestured to the bundle of plastic, smeared red on the inside from all of the blood, lying in front of where I was kneeling. “You don’t seem fazed by all of this.” 

I wanted to freak the fuck out, but I didn’t, partly because I was in shock, but mainly because Rico was so calm. I had killed a man too. This was as much my mess as his. “It’s no big deal,” I said with a shrug. That slight movement made me aware of the scratches and bruises my body had sustained. My back felt like it had been put through a paper shredder and I imagined at least a pound of dirt was ground into my skin. 

“Well, I’m impressed. Most people would be puking their guts out or somethin’.” 

We finished rolling up the second body and less than thirty minutes after Rico had made his call, a dump truck pulled in, parking behind the Mercedes. The truck was a deep blue with Grabano & Sons written on the doors in green and gold lettering. 

Two guys got out and started walking towards us. Back in high school I was a lineman on the football team and thought I was big, but these guys were huge. Their t-shirts that were darkened with sweat stains, revealed biceps as big around as tree trucks. They each scooped up a dead guy effortlessly as if they were picking up a bag of marshmallows and tossed them into the bed of the truck. The bigger of the two men, an Andre the Giant sized motherfucker, climbed in and started the engine, while the other guy started up the Mercedes. Moments later they were gone. 

Rico asked me to follow him inside the job trailer. Once inside I closed my eyes and savored the air conditioning. Rico grabbed a beer out of a refrigerator, the same size as the one I had in the dorm my freshman year, and handed me the cold bottle. 

“I’m only nineteen, sir.” 

“I don’t give a shit about that. You just killed a man – you earned yourself a drink.” He took a seat behind a gray metal desk and unlocked one of the drawers. “You earned yourself more than a beer,” he said and set a stack of money on top. 

“I don’t understand.” I rubbed the back of my neck and resisted the urge to pace. 

“Grant, I know you need the money. I remember during your interview when you said you needed to earn enough to help support your mom and sister.” I nodded and took a big gulp of beer, watching Rico and the stack of money. “There’s more where this came from,” he added. 

“What do I have to do?”

“Come see me tonight at Crimson. I want to introduce you to some people.” Crimson was a new nightclub that had been open less than six months, but had quickly become one of the top clubs in Philadelphia. 

“Okay.”

‘Great, I’ll see you at eleven. Just tell the guy at the door you’re there to see me.” 

I started to leave, but Rico called me back. “Grant, this is yours,” he said,  handing me the stack of bills. “Don’t go telling people what happened today. You’re not so innocent either.” 

The underlying threat in his words made me swallow hard. “You have my word,” I replied. What other choice did I have? 

“Excellent, now go clean yourself up. You look like shit.” Rico smiled at me and it was genuine, causing the laugh lines to fan out around his green eyes. 

I slid in behind the wheel of my rusted out Honda. The driver’s seat was ripped and an exposed spring dug into my ass through my jeans. Even though the windows had been rolled down all day, the inside of my car was as hot as a kiln and I didn’t have the relief of air conditioning to look forward to because my air conditioner had been busted for close to three years, since my junior year of high school. 

It was when I turned the key in the ignition that I noticed the blood all over my hands. The coppery smell still clung to my nose. Shock really caught up with me then and I opened the door just in time. Leaning half out the car, I puked in a violent surge. I stayed there, my head hanging down as saliva dripped from my bottom lip. A few minutes passed and, convinced there wasn’t anything left to puke up, I wiped my mouth with the back of my arm. Climbing back out of the car I walked on unsteady legs to the trailer that hauled a tank of non-potable water. Turning on the hose, I ripped off my shirt and ran it under the water, which was hot from sitting in direct sun all day. I wiped my face and hands clean, removing as much of the blood as possible. Walking back to my car, I tossed the wet shirt into the trunk.

Before driving off, I pulled out the wad of cash Rico gave me and started counting. I was holding $750 in my shaking hands; more than I earned in one week. I knew then that my late night meeting was going to be anything but ordinary. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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EXHAUSTION HAD SET in by the time I got back to my studio apartment, which was basically a glorified closet. The window unit air conditioner wheezed out enough cold air, despite its death rattle, providing a much needed respite from the summer heat. The Murphy bed was still pulled down from the wall, my sheets and blanket in disarray. I lived alone and all of my friends from Drexel had gone back home for the summer. While I should have gone home too, especially to keep my little sister Natalie out of trouble, I couldn’t bring myself to go back to York. The construction job was a blessing in disguise and since I was majoring in structural engineering, it gave me much needed experience. I stared down at the dried blood embedded around my nails, evidence of a different kind of experience. Grabbing a towel from the hook on the back of the bathroom door, I stripped off my battered jeans and stepped into the stand-up shower. 

Despite being drained from being in the heat all day, I cranked the hot water. My muscles were beginning to tighten after the fight and needed to loosen up. I rolled my shoulders under the stream and hung my head to relieve tension in my neck. The water made me aware of every cut and scrape on my skin. Blood mixed with dirt rinsed down the drain in a pinkish brown stream. That’s when it really hit me: I killed a man and wrapped him up in plastic to be disposed of like a piece of trash. My knees threatened to go soft, so I leaned forward, pressing my forehead against the vinyl wall of the shower and took a few deep breaths. Rico had offered no real explanation, just handled it like it was a common occurrence and handed me a wad of cash. 

Who the fuck was I working for? 

After the shower, I stood in front of the bathroom sink and looked in the partially fogged up mirror. Steam swirled around making it even more difficult to assess the damage my body had sustained. Wiping a spot of the mirror clear, I leaned forward to examine my face, which had been on the receiving end of several solid punches.

A cut over my eye that was partially concealed by my eyebrow had stopped bleeding, but was puffy and red. My lower lip was split and stung every time I moved my mouth. My right cheekbone was slightly bruised, but it didn’t feel like any facial bones were broken. I looked down at my torso. Any cuts and scrapes were minor, mainly surface injuries. A sharp pain grabbed at my side whenever I took a deep breath making me suspect I had a bruised rib or two. My final assessment: I was young, healthy and in the best shape of my life - I would heal and it could have been fucking worse. 

I left the bathroom, hanging my towel back on the hook and walked into my bedroom/living room naked; coming to a stop in front of the air conditioner. I let the cold air blast my damp bare skin. Usually after an adrenaline rush and a hot shower, I was ready for a nap, but not this time. I was too keyed up in anticipation for the meeting. I dug a joint out of my backpack, a spare left over from my old roommate and got nice and stoned. Kevin had introduced me to weed the previous year, when we were freshman. I had never smoked before, but found it useful when I needed to mellow out. Killing a person qualified as one of those times.

It was ten minutes before eleven when the cab pulled up in front of Crimson.  The line of people waiting to get in stretched around the corner, but following Rico’s instructions, I walked right up to the doorman who was checking IDs and patting people down. His dark hair was slicked back and the black t-shirt he wore stretched tight over his bulk. He ignored me at first since two fucking hotter than hot chicks were standing in front of him, practically shoving their tits in his face while he checked their drivers’ licenses. Their skirts barely covered their asses and they wore shirts that were so skintight, they might as well have had no clothes on, for it didn’t take much to imagine how they’d look naked and sprawled out on my bed. 

They moved on with a giggle, balancing precariously on ridiculous heels. The doorman and I watched them walk away, taking advantage of the view. For a brief moment we weren’t strangers, but brothers bonding over a shared appreciation. Once the girls were inside and out of sight, he turned to me. 

“What do you want?”

“I’m here to meet with Rico Grabano. He told me to come to you.”

The bouncer reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “Your name?” he asked. 

“Grant Ross.” 

He texted someone and seconds later he got a response. With a grunt, he put his phone back then stepped aside to let me through. “Rico’s sitting in VIP. It’s towards the back of the club and you can’t miss it; just look for the elevated area full of people looking down on the rest.”

He let me pass without asking to see my ID. I didn’t question it. I walked through the front doors to be immediately swallowed up by a pulsating beat. I went up to the cashier, who could have been a model, to pay the cover charge.

“No charge for you hon, you’re Rico’s guest,” she looked me up and down the same way I had checked out the girls earlier. I was wearing dark denim jeans and green dress shirt, the only nice shirt I owned, but the way she was eying me I felt naked.

“Thanks,” I said. Walking away the most confident nineteen year old guy on the planet, I made my way into the club. 

The place was packed and hot; a sultry, tropical heat that amplified the ever present sour sweet smell of booze. Sweaty bodies pressed against each other on the dance floor, writhing together, reminding me of a pit of snakes. Strobe lights bounced over faces, making them appear featureless in the dizzying pattern of light and shadow. 

I spotted the VIP section and because of my size, didn’t have to push through the crowd. People moved out of my way except for a few women who tried to grind up on me. A bouncer stood at the bottom of a short set of stairs leading to the VIP section. He held a muscular arm out, effectively blocking my progress. 

“I’m here to meet with Rico,” I said, quickly scanning the area, recognizing the back of Rico’s head by the thick salt and pepper hair. 

“And you are?” the bouncer asked in a bored voice like he heard this explanation all the time. 

“Grant Ross.” 

He didn’t say anything else, just stepped aside and let me pass. I took the stairs two at a time and approached the table where Rico was sitting with a group of men. One of the men, who looked like an older, heavier version of Rico, had a woman on his lap. His dark eyes watched me approach and he nodded across the table to Rico who turned to look. When he saw me, he smiled and waved me over. Moving down a chair, he freed up the seat next to him, gesturing for me to sit. 

“Grant, these are my brothers, Marco and Al.” Rico introduced me to the heavyset man first. I stood up slightly and leaned forward to shake hands, avoiding knocking over pint glasses, shot glasses and martini glasses that cluttered the tabletop, some empty and others full. “This is the kid I was telling you about who helped me out this afternoon.” I looked at Rico and he must have seen the confusion on my face for he winked.

“Is that right?” Marco asked, turning his dark eyes on me. They were inky black with bloodshot whites and were devoid of emotion. At least the guy I fought and killed had let his intent show on his face and in his eyes. Marco was hard to read and the longer he stared at me, the more uncomfortable I became. When I looked down at my hands on the table, Marco chuckled. “Thanks for helping Rico out. I heard he compensated you well?” 

“Yes, sir,” I met his gaze again briefly before glancing at Rico. “He was more than generous.” 

Marco told the woman on his lap to go dance and smacked her ass as she left.  A waitress came around to take my drink order. Rico nodded at me so I ordered a Yuengling lager and she didn’t question it or ask to see my license. Once the waitress had dropped my drink off at the table, Marco leaned forward, his meaty hands spread out in front of him. “Was this the first man you killed?” he asked. 

Practically choking on my beer, I set the glass down and glanced around to see if anyone had heard his question. No one seemed to be paying attention and with another nod of his head, Rico encouraged me to respond. “Yeah,” I answered, rubbing the back of my neck to release some of the tension. 

“Yet you seem pretty rock solid right now, not curled up in ball crying like a fucking baby or confessing to the cops.” 

I shrugged and took gulp of beer. The cold liquid felt so good slipping down my dry throat that I drained half the pint. Setting the glass down, I met Marco’s stare. “It was either him or me and I’m glad it wasn’t me,” I said. 

“Interesting. I could use a man like you within my organization, Grant.” 

“What organization is that?”

“A family business,” he said, signaling to the waitress to bring us another round. The sleeve of his suit jacket pulled back revealing a shiny Rolex. “Rico told me a little bit about your background and that you could use some extra cash. Is that right?” 

I’d yet to meet anyone who had a perfect childhood, me included. My dad left when I was eight and my sister Natalie was five. He ditched us and ran off to Texas to start a new family. My mom mentally checked out for a while and never quite made it all the way back, forcing me to take care of Natalie. Money was always tight and we never bought brand name anything, not even for groceries. I was barely scraping by paying for college and would be in debt up to my ass by the time I graduated. 

“Yeah, that’s right. What do you have in mind?”   

“Meh,” he said with a shrug, “Little jobs here and there plus helping Rico out after hours. Think you can handle it?” 

“Sure, sounds good.” 

Marco smiled, causing his round cheeks to bunch up, practically swallowing up his fathomless eyes and we shook hands, sealing the deal. Little did I know that handshake was also sealing my fate. 
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