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Author’s Note
Chapter 1
Exiting the air-conditioned taxi at Hotel Mezzogiorno, Vinnie stepped into the suffocating sirocco heat, the dry African desert air descending on Sicily like a migrant refugee steaming across the water. According to the driver, not even Sicilians get used to the sirocco, but they expect it like invasions, beginning with the Greeks and now the boat people. “Poveraci. Poor things. What happens to them?” asked the driver, lifting Vinnie’s suitcases from the trunk.
A burly man with a tombstone face lumbered down the hotel path. Vinnie’s jaw dropped. A second man, partially visible, followed.
The first man was dressed as if on a shopping spree at a gangster haberdashery, clad in a garish, triple-X light green T-shirt draped over baggy brown joggers. He clomped forward in construction shoes. Around his seventeen-inch neck hung a silver chain that clashed with a large gold watch on a roller-pin wrist. He shouted from twenty feet.
“Is that fucking Vinnie Briggs? Unbelievable. Howsyadoin’?”
Vinnie answered in fluent Brooklynese and gangster. “Fuckin’ Al Renato. Howsabout yourself? Nice chain and watch, by the way.”
Al beamed while Vinnie’s heart raced as if running a marathon, even though his feet were firmly cemented in place. This was not the vision he’d imagined on arriving at the seaside resort of Giardini Naxos. He had been looking forward to joining his husband for three glorious weeks. He’d spent the previous week touring Rome alone. He had arrived in Italy determined to repair his marriage using pasta carbonara, vino, and hot sex. Meeting mobsters, especially Brooklyn mobsters, was not part of the plan.
The second man ambled along and waited to speak until within a few feet of Vinnie. In contrast to the first, he looked like an Italian fashion model in a light pink summer-knit shirt, fitted black jeans, and a white straw fedora hinting at stardom. Removing his designer sunglasses revealed a beatific face, the kind seen on portraits of saints and lovers.
He spoke wistfully. “Hi, Vinnie. What a pleasant surprise. Wonderful to see you, and in Sicily of all places. It’s been a while.” His eyes rolled over Vinnie. “You’re looking good.”
It may have been eight years since their high school graduation, but Vinnie easily recognized Paul LoBianco. “Hey Paul, you too. Put on some weight… in a good way. Been working out?”
“Yeah. I started in college. But I couldn’t compete with these guys.” Paul pointed to a large banner hanging outside the hotel entrance.
MEDITERRANEAN INTERNATIONAL FITNESS
AND BODYBUILDING EXPO
IFBB Pro-qualification Contest
Guest Poser: Former Mr. Olympia, Ben Hausen
“Ben Hausen. Isn’t that your husband?” asked Paul.
Vinnie smiled. “Going on three years. This is a delayed honeymoon of sorts, combined with Ben’s work.”
“Well, belated congratulations,” said Paul.
The compliment reminded Vinnie that seven days had passed since he and Ben left New York for Rome.
His upbeat arrival in Rome dissipated twenty-four hours later when Ben boarded a flight to Sicily, citing anxiety over the Expo arrangements and unable to enjoy Vinnie’s painstakingly arranged tours. Ben had promised that going early meant more time together in Sicily. Although not confident in Ben’s logic—after all, he’d be busy with the Expo the first two weeks—Vinnie reluctantly agreed.
“So, youse staying here,” asked Al, pointing to the hotel. “We took a quick look around ourselves. We’re staying down the street. This looks pretty classy to me. Hey, Paul, next year we should stay here and not the crap places youse pick.”
The antagonistic comment reminded Vinnie why he believed sightseeing solo would be more enjoyable than listening to Ben’s unrelenting bitching, as happened in their tour of the Coliseum.
“Howsabout your flight?” asked Al, turning a pebble over with one boot. “I’m always jet-lagged for three days. The New York to Rome’s a killer. I can’t even get a few winks. And the airplane food, fuhgeddaboudit.” Al’s grin skewed his jaw. “The fucking Rome to Catania flight is like a sardine can. And they’re never on time. Makes me mad.”
Vinnie mentally agreed with Al, but his upset began before takeoff. Touring Rome alone had soured his journey to Sicily. His flight delayed by two hours, as Al had observed, added to Vinnie’s foul mood upon boarding the plane.
Yet, the descent over Sicily changed everything. He stared out his cabin window mesmerized by the glistening blue Mediterranean water. He watched the airplane’s tiny shadow skip along the rugged Sicilian landscape to siphon his anger. He had disembarked with the same excitement as on arrival in Rome the week before. His hope restored—this would be the perfect place to lift Ben’s spirits and his own.
“So, where is he? I’ve read a lot about him in a mag,” said Al, looking over Vinnie’s shoulder to the departing taxi.
Vinnie doubted Al could read a traffic sign, let alone a magazine. He muttered that Ben had arrived the week before to prepare for the Expo.
Al nodded as if he understood. If he had, it would have surprised Vinnie since Al Renato’s claim to fame was mumbling stupid responses to the nuns at St. Mary’s Elementary, followed by an inevitable punch-up. Al’s black eyes were a warning to all others not to mess with Sister Mary Alice, who had pugilistic training. The day the school expelled Al, Sister Mary Alice pronounced his epithet: “Dumbest kid I’d ever met.”
Vinnie thought Al had the last laugh, as the nun-sparring proved an apprenticeship into the mob enforcement profession.
Paul interrupted Vinnie’s thoughts. “We leave in a few days, so I’m afraid we won’t get to see your husband’s performance. I hope we can meet before we go. Maybe over drinks.”
“He’s pretty busy, but we can try,” answered Vinnie with a broad smile, while thinking, Why in hell would I or Ben want that?
Ben loathed anything mob-related or anyone in the mob as much as Vinnie, if not more. Yet for all Vinnie’s mob dislike, he didn’t consider Paul LoBianco mafioso. He couldn’t picture Paul as a dangerous, cruel man, not the Paul he knew. Seeing Paul with Al gave Vinnie pause. Was he wrong?
As if hearing his name, Ben walked out the hotel front door, hugged Vinnie, then hard-smooched him on the lips.
“I’m glad I caught you,” Ben said, slightly lifting his chin. “I left a note for you in our room.”
Vinnie’s head unintentionally turned to Al and Paul, attracting Ben’s attention.
“Uh, Ben, these are… uh, old school classmates.” Vinnie half turned to face Al and Paul with no intention to make introductions. Too late. Ben stuck out his hand.
“I’m Ben Hausen. Pleased to meet old friends of Vinnie.”
Paul shook Ben’s hand and introduced himself. Al latched onto Ben’s hand, tensed his forearms, and flashed a lizard sneer.
Yeah, thought Vinnie, typical macho behavior. Prove yourself equal to Mr. Olympia.
After a few seconds, Al relaxed, but Ben squeezed harder, and Al’s lips twisted. Ben released, shooting a dental hygiene smile.
“Youse pretty damn strong. I crush most guys,” said Al with a short, conciliatory laugh while shaking the sting out of his hand.
Ben turned to Vinnie, tilting his head to his open palm, eyebrows bunched. Vinnie mouthed, “Later.”
Al pulled a ringing cell phone from his pocket, pointing to the device as if no one understood the cause of the obnoxious sound. Holding it to his ear, he walked to the parking lot.
Ignoring Paul, Ben faced Vinnie. “About later. It’s in my note. In short, one of the Expo organizers, Mario Volpe—a local pro with a good rep, owns a gym in a nearby village—Mario asked me to visit. I went the day after my arrival and did the drill, you know, selfies with members, a brief show, and training tips. Mario offered me the use of the gym instead of the mediocre hotel facility. I go every day and his nephew spots me. He invited me to dinner tonight with his family. It’d be an insult not to accept. I’ll be back around ten or eleven. I’m sure you understand.”
Pow! And I haven’t reached the check-in desk. Vinnie, face drawn and eyes narrowed, stammered his words, “But… you… promised.”
Paul backed away and walked to the Expo poster for a closeup inspection of each letter.
“I know, but this can’t be helped,” said Ben.
Vinnie’s fists clenched. Ben was reneging on two promises. The Rome promise of more time together in Sicily. And the end of grueling gym workouts, a promise he had made in New York months before. He didn’t need to train hard to perform at the Expo. What was going on?
Vinnie stood speechless, shocked by Ben’s impudence impregnated with the haughty self-obsession of a first-place winner.
Ben looked over Vinnie’s shoulder to the circular drive to watch a Mercedes-Benz pull up to the curb. “Here’s my ride.”
The driver stepped out, elbows on the car’s roof, and shouted, “No rush, we’ve plenty of time.”
“Thanks, Victor, I’ll be over in a sec.”
Vinnie glared at Ben. “You texted me to grab a cab at the airport as our assigned convention driver couldn’t make it. Yet there he is,” he said, his arm swinging toward the Mercedes. “I sweltered in a taxi line for twenty-five minutes.”
Vinnie stared at his shoes. Al shouted for Paul to join him.
Ben sucked in air and spoke through clenched teeth. “Not Victor’s fault. He couldn’t guarantee if he’d gone for you, given baggage delays and traffic, he’d be back in time for me.”
He swiftly pivoted on his feet and called out to Al and Paul. “Nice meeting friends of Vinnie. Maybe we can catch up another time, although I’m pretty busy.” He pointed to the Expo banner as he entered the Mercedes.
Paul walked up to Vinnie, flashing a star-bright smile. “Looks like you’re not the only one alone. Al’s needed in Catania tonight to inspect the shipping cargo,” he said.
“Yeah,” blurted Al, “and I have special plans after, if you get my drift.” He beamed like a Halloween pumpkin, only with less charisma.
Paul’s eyes and eyebrows rose together as Al continued to roll out words. “Along with the last-minute shipment change, I’m shipping in something special for myself.” Lines creased Al’s forehead as he searched for the next sentence. He was better with multiple-choice answers. “A hot date,” he blurted and made a pumping gesture with his fist.
Paul’s head jerked. “What! You never mentioned a shipment change, just loading operations. Why wasn’t I informed?” he asked like a sergeant in-charge.
Al stood tall, chest puffed, arms crossed. “The boss doesn’t want you involved.” He hurled his words like a bag of nails.
Paul shifted from one foot to the other, one arm swinging in a small arc. “Any cargo added or removed invalidates the original ship’s manifest and needs an addendum. I should come with you.”
Al’s tattoos slithered along his folded forearms. “Like I said, it doesn’t involve you. More in my area.”
Paul’s stance widened. He raised both arms in front of him then turned to Vinnie to excuse himself for a private chat with Al, their arms flung around as if swatting flies. Al pushed Paul, who raised his arms, boxing style.
Vinnie had no intention to stick around and witness a full-scale fight but felt his PI sense kicking in. That was one fuckin’ phone call. Whatever was said to Al meant trouble, mob trouble. And from personal experience, Vinnie knew to withdraw quickly or it would spill on to him.
Chapter 2
Waiting in line behind two couples at the hotel check-in desk, Vinnie tried to forget about running into his old childhood friends, a blink in history. He tried but couldn’t, especially not Paul. They’d been inseparable in high school. Even after Vinnie came out as gay they stayed good friends. And he had secretly desired Paul. Their time together diminished as high school girls hounded the gorgeous Paul LoBianco, and his teenage hormones willingly obliged. His weekends were reserved for dates, leaving Vinnie solo to cheer the school sports teams or finish projects. But they always had their weeknights for gaming sessions. At least he never went steady until his senior year or I’d never have seen him.
Yet Paul stood up for Vinnie against the gay-bashing school bullies. He could have dropped me but didn’t. And I really wanted to date him like one of his girlfriends. I was so naive.
The hotel clerk called out, “Signore, per favore. Signore? Your turn. I am ready to help you.”
The words broke Vinnie’s reverie. It took a long two minutes of frustrating garbled conversation in half-English and half-Italian before the clerk understood Vinnie wanted to be in Signor Hausen’s room and not the suite next door.
While the clerk went to the office to retrieve a magnetic keycard, Vinnie took a copy of La Sicilia from the counter. A single large photo took up the entire front page, and it showed two women’s corpses in a refugee camp outside Caltanissetta. Vinnie was nauseous seeing the drab brutality of twisted, blood-soaked clothes. The women’s arms splayed out to their sides as if pleading. He wanted to wretch. Tears filled his eyes. He empathized with the loneliness of refugees in unfamiliar place. Just like me when I hid in San Francisco from the mob.
The clerk handed Vinnie his keycard and asked him about his dinner selection that was included in the pensione completa meal plan.
“Signor Hausen did not give us his choice. And of course you have just arrived. You can choose both now.”
Vinnie swallowed hard. “Just me. Signor Hausen will not be dining here tonight. Can I tell you later?”
“Certo, but before seventeen hundred,” said the clerk, pointing to five on the wall clock. “Someone will bring your luggage to your room in a few minutes.”
Vinnie didn’t answer, disheartened by his own words. His first meal in Sicily would be alone. Great.
He felt dizzy. He wiped sweat from his brow. Was it from the suffocating sirocco heat, the dry African desert air descending on Sicily like another migrant crossing the water seeking refuge? The taxi driver had told him during the journey from the airport that not even Sicilians get used to the sirocco but they expected it like they did invasions, beginning with the Greeks and now the boat people.
He gave La Sicilia one more look, a farewell to the women who the day before were alive and had hopes of a new beginning. Don’t we all, Vinnie thought.
Vinnie’s thumb jabbed the elevator button. “This vacation’s a fuckin’ disaster already,” he mumbled. On his fifth jab of the button a hand wrapped around Vinnie’s wrist. He turned to a beaming face.
“I’m sorry about leaving so abruptly,” said Paul, gesturing to Al standing outside smoking. He released Vinnie’s wrist and his thumb rubbed Vinnie’s with a protruding bump, the kind sustained after a break.
Vinnie massaged his wrist.
“I’m truly sorry about what happened to you,” said Paul looking down and releasing Vinnie’s wrist.
What happened? thought Vinnie. Does he mean the airport taxi fiasco? Or Ben leaving me to dine alone?
Paul continued, “It had nothing to do with me. I didn’t know until I read about it in the papers.”
Vinnie’s head jerked and he gaped at Paul’s sorrowful eyes. All the New York dailies and online media had reported Vinnie’s near-death beating by the mob that Paul and Al worked for. I’m getting an apology from Carmine Aquafreddo’s nephew. I wonder if Uncle Carmine approves?
“As you heard,” continued Paul, not noticing Vinnie’s blank stare, “Al has an unscheduled meeting in Catania tonight,” he said, shaking his head with lips puckered to distort his handsome features.
An unplanned, sudden meeting that Paul didn’t know about alerted Vinnie’s PI antennae, adding to his witnessing Al shove Paul. He’d been wary from the first moment he saw Al, and to some degree Paul—old friend or not. He couldn’t just dismiss their affiliation with the Aquafreddo mob, the one that had wanted him dead. Was the phone call to renew the contract on him? Murder on an installment plan?
In Vinnie’s line of work, sudden changes were a bad omen. In several of his corporate cases the suspect’s abrupt change revealed important clues. Vinnie’s best friend and former boss had teased him saying, “You don’t trust people, do you?” And Vinnie responded, “That’s right. I’ve met them.”
Paul continued, “Al was explaining that… well, it doesn’t really matter. The point is we have tickets for this evening’s concert in Taormina’s Teatro Greco and he can’t make it.” Paul’s voice cracked, his face stiff. “So I’m left with a spare.”
Vinnie watched Paul’s hand comb his thick hair and tilt his head. Something’s wrong, he thought, then he mentally slapped his own face. I’m on a fuckin’ vacation. Stop analyzing.
“Vinnie,” said Paul, his face relaxed, the gentle smile returned, “what do you say? The performer is a popular Sicilian singer and songwriter.”
“Carmen Consoli?”
“Yes! How’d you…” Paul lightly punched Vinnie’s arm. “Of course, you’d have planned your itinerary and researched local events like a good PI.”
Vinnie’s lips parted as if awaiting words from his brain.
“You’re surprised I know about the Briggs Investigative Group? BIG’s the acronym, right?” asked Paul, tapping his nose. “I love it. A homage to your husband?”
Vinnie nodded. “Easy to guess once you meet Ben.” His eyes narrowed. “But why have you been following my company? What were you looking for?” Vinnie asked, eyes blinking.
Paul’s smile broadened. “Are you always this suspicious? There’s nothing sinister going on. I read a Wall Street Journal article on you and BIG along with a couple of million other readers. You were always the smartest among us.” Paul stopped grinning. “So want to come with me or do you already have tickets?”
“I tried. Sold out,” said Vinnie. “I searched online for scalpers but a friend warned me that in Sicily nothing is real even if you buy from the box office. Too much fuckin’ Mafia control… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”
“No, it’s fine.”
“I’m tired,” said Vinnie, breathing hard. Maybe a concert’s just what I need to take my mind off Ben. “I don’t know. Frankly, Paul…” Vinnie bit his lower lip and thought that going out with someone associated with the Aquafreddo mob was a bad idea.
“Paul, after what happened… your uncle… I’m not really over it if you know what I mean. And you’re one of them. Sorry, I’m fuckin’ stupid. That didn’t come out right. Seeing you and Al, well… it’s all coming back. That was a tough time for me.”
Paul patted Vinnie’s arm then put a finger to Vinnie’s lips. “I understand and I only wish…” He paused, taking a deep inhale through his nostrils. “Wishing can’t change the past. It’s just another form of regret.”
With a glance over Vinnie’s shoulder, Paul’s head tilted to the large glass window and Al puffing on a cigarette. He and Vinnie stepped back from the elevator as the door opened. A man twice their combined size came out with a woman clutching his arm. Vinnie recognized the bodybuilder from a previous competition.
“Is there any way you might make an exception… uh,” said Paul giving a quick glance at Al. “Join me for dinner and the best seats in the amphitheater.” Paul handed Vinnie his business card. “My private cell is on the back. Call if you change your mind. There’s something I want to share that I think will surprise you.”
Vinnie tilted his head, a questioning look on his face.
“Only if you come tonight,” said Paul laughing. “You forget I’m a lawyer, I know how to negotiate.” Paul put a finger to his lips.
He heard Al calling, “You ready? I’ve got to get going if I’m to be in Catania by five.”
Paul lost his smile and exhaled hard through his nose. “Meet me, please. There’s something else… I can’t talk here, not now with…” Paul’s head nodded at Al as he approached. “It’s something that might shock you… no, that sounds trivial but it’s very serious. You’ll understand more than anyone.”
Paul said goodbye with hands pleading. Al shouted, “See ya’ around, Vinnie.”
By the next morning, one of them would be dead.
Chapter 3
Vinnie found Ben’s note in their room. He read the same litany of excuses Ben had recited outside. Why should he be alone while Ben dined out with gym chums? Paul was an old friend. Technically in the mob, but was he really?
He never thought of Paul in that way. He’d known him since childhood. The Paul LoBianco he had known would never have harmed anyone. Could he have changed that much since high school?
Vinnie unpacked his luggage but before he finished he pulled Paul’s card from his wallet. A partnership business specializing in international import/export. Paul didn’t do contracts on people but legit legal work. He had said he knew nothing about the attempt to murder me and I believe him.
Paul answered his cell on the second ring.
“What time is the restaurant reservation?” Vinnie asked.
“Vinnie, this makes me very happy. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the evening with me—it’ll be just like old times.”
Vinnie sat on the bed’s edge and rubbed his forehead. What did Paul whisper? Something about if I joined him he’d tell me a secret that would surprise me? Or did he say shock?
Vinnie embraced the delusion that this was a night out with an old friend and not a Mafia kingpin. And nothing close to betraying Ben. How could it be? Paul is the proverbial straight arrow as I’m sure many women would testify.
***
Al Renato walked up the metal steps to a small warehouse mezzanine office with an indoor window overlooking a loading area below. Overhead fluorescent lamps flickered. Six men circled a small desk cluttered with papers, an ashtray filled with cigarette butts, a desk lamp, and an empty pencil holder. The last time the walls were painted was around the time Archimedes was taking a bath in Syracuse.
Al stood behind the single seat in front of an old wooden desk, his hands resting on the chair back. Nino Ferro, Al’s Sicilian contact, stood behind the desk. His upright stance, shoulders back, and neat button-down long-sleeve shirt tucked into dark trousers made him seem taller than Al despite being an inch shorter.
Behind the desk sat an old man who looked older than his sixty-odd years. His thin, gray mustache appeared to crawl out of his nostrils, struggling to reach the ends of his upper lip. Al had never met the head of the Catania mob but he knew the man behind the desk was without doubt Don Mimi Ragno. This wasn’t protocol and Al’s palms sweated like when Sister Mary Alice was in close proximity. Don Mimi inhaled air by sucking through his gaping mouth to reveal a row of crooked teeth with uneven gaps. Weather-beaten lines checkered his face like a veil. He placed his hands flat on the desk as if to keep himself upright, exposing liver spots on top of a dark complexion from too much sun.
Flanking the desk on opposite walls were two cattle-stock men with grimy, stern faces, their bodies perpendicular to Al while their heads twisted to face Don Ragno. Their baggy jeans overlaid with loose-fitting shirts didn’t fool Al. They were packing.
A portly man wearing a suit that made him look like a lawyer was, in fact, a lawyer, Avvocato Sandro Grattinato. He didn’t smile or acknowledge anyone but stood directly behind Don Ragno. Al was in this grubby, dank room because of Nino Ferro’s instructions. “Come to the Catania warehouse alone, not with Paul. Get here after the siesta. Action is need on the cargo and there’s no time to waste.”
Al knew this was not a routine shipment change, because as Paul had noted if it were then he should be here. He arrived puzzled by two phrases during the phone conversation. “Action is needed” and “There’s no time to waste.”
What action? Why the urgency? The scheduled shipping date wasn’t for another three days. What gnawed at Al’s brain the most was that all meetings were arranged before leaving New York. The routine never varied: meet the distributors; check on the product; confirm delivery method. Paul prepared the international and governmental transport documents to meet regulations. The same regimen they had followed for two years. Never a change, never a problem.
“Is something wrong with the product?” asked Al, looking at the portly Avvocato who was the Sicilian legal counterpart to Paul, except that he undertook illegal work as well.
Al pulled the chair from the desk and started to sit.
“Stay standing,” said Nino in a stern but not unfriendly way.
“What?”
“Per piacere,” said the old man. He inhaled, then repeated Nino’s words. “Stand up.” His English had a strong Italian accent. The old man lifted his hands off the desk, turning the palms over, and slowly moved them upward to the ceiling as if levitating Al.
“We need to check you’re not wearing a wire,” Nino said.
Al snorted his disapproval. “You fucking with me? I’ve been here before. You know me.”
“Per piacere,” repeated the old man with a soothing inflection that did not hide an implicit threat.
“It’s necessary. I’ll explain once our man confirms,” said Nino.
The beefier of the two guards moved behind Al and patted him down. Unlike Americans with a sense of decorum, the man had a long, hard grope of Al’s genitals, causing him to jolt.
“Hey, you a fucking queer?”
The guard nodded to Nino and said, “Va bene.” He smiled and added, “piccolo,” wiggling his pinky. The other guard laughed but Don Ragno’s stern look quickly wiped away his smirk.
“You can sit now,” said Nino. “Don Ragno doesn’t speak English very well so I’ll explain for him.”
“Just tell me what the fuck is going on,” Al said as he leaned back folding his arms across his chest.
“Don Ragno received some disturbing news from Don Aquafreddo,” Nino said using the formal honorific for Carmine Aquafreddo that was never used in New York outside the Godfather movies.
Al unfolded his arms and leaned slightly forward.
Nino continued. “There’s, what’s the word, traditore…”
“Traitor,” offered Al.
“No… pentito… uh, informant,” said Nino, who smiled as if he had passed a high school English exam. “You have an informant in your organization and we needed to check you for a microfono.”
Nino Ferro’s finger ran along his breast pocket. “They can be very small these days and hidden in many places.” He tapped his crotch.
“Wire. I get it,” said Al. “And now you know I’m not fucking wired. So who’s the informant?”
“Ah, the big question. Your companion, Mr. LoBianco.”
Al threw out his arms and yelled, “No fucking way. He’s Carmine’s nephew. Have you all gone mad?!”
Nino jiggled his index finger and clucked his tongue. “Not us. The very uncle you mention called Don Ragno,” said Nino, tilting his head to the old man sitting behind the desk.
“Paul LoBianco informs the FBI and they inform our Commissione Antimafia.”
Al stood up, placing his hands on the desk and screaming, “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
The two guards stepped forward but the old man waved them off. Al sat again, shaking his head.
“We must eliminate this threat. Your boss says we should do it before he leaves Sicily and you must help.”
For a half-hour the men discussed possible scenarios. Al added an occasional sentence that drew no comment. With a nod from Don Ragno, Nino explained the plan.
The assassination would take place in the early hours of tomorrow morning. This kept the FBI from noticing Paul was missing until he failed to board the New York flight. Al would be out of Italy by tomorrow night, before the Commissione Antimafia found the missing pentito’s body.
Al folded his arms, unfolded them, and tapped the desk with one finger. He was to shoot Paul. He stared at his hands.
“Want to test out the merchandise before you return?” said a cheerful Nino, pointing to a small Ziploc bag containing a white powder.
It took Al several seconds to understand the conversation was no longer about the assassination of Paul but routine business.
“Nah, I prefer your local Sicilian pieces of ass. You know who I mean, right? Serafina and a good bottle of wine might calm me down.”
“We anticipated this,” said a beaming Nino. “Serafina was advised in advance and primed to provide you with extra pleasure.”
Al stood but didn’t move far. He liked Paul. They’d known each other since kindergarten. They played street ball. He was fun, easy going, and smart as fuck. What a waste. He’d miss him.
Nino escorted Al out of the warehouse and one of the bodyguards handed him a Glock. Before they reached the exit a voice called out.
“Wait!” yelled Avvocato Sandro Grattinato.
“Don Ragno asked me to pass along to you un consiglio—a piece of advice,” said Grattinato, his eyes straining with a look of constipation.
“Yeah, what? I know what to do,” said Al.
“This is something else,” said Grattinato. “Don’t expect Don Aquafreddo to thank you. Stay out of his sight for a month or two. And don’t attend the funeral. Send flowers but nothing too big or showy.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“And one more thing. Go back to Giardini Naxos tonight.”
“But what about Serafina?”
“I’ll let her know about the change of plan.”
Driving back he thought this had worked out well. Paul’s with Vinnie so he’ll not see Serafina arrive. Al slammed the heel of his palm into his forehead. I fucking forgot to tell Nino about Vinnie! He shrugged while taking the autostrada entry ramp.
***
Serafina Melloni arrived in all her glory at Hotel Girasole an hour after Al. She had a sexy vibrance and a wiggle of her pinky or her fluttering eyelids created havoc in men’s loins. In Al’s opinion, her only fault was incessant and unintelligible chatter and not understanding English except for a few words.
“Who doesn’t speak English nowsadays?” he asked her. She replied with a shrug, a smile, and threw out her chest. Al forgot his question. His eyes surveyed every inch of Serafina as she sprawled nude across the bed. When he reached her toes she stood to uncork a bottle from her family’s vineyard. Al passed the time finger flicking her nipples.
“Salute,” they said in synchrony. Al’s large swigs emptied his glass in two and Serafina refilled it. He thought it odd she stirred his wine with a spoon. A crazy Sicilian bullshit tradition or something?
She wrapped her legs around his waist like cling wrap. He couldn’t pull away, not that he wanted to. He finished the rest of the wine. She squeezed him like she was testing melons in the market. Al’s eyes dimmed as his bladder informed his brain that he needed a toilet break.
He returned from the bathroom somewhat morose, realizing this was his last time with Serafina. He couldn’t come back to Sicily. Fucking snitch. Fuck Paul LoBianco. He swigged the rest of his wine and Serafina poured him yet another. He didn’t need more drink, he needed her. He nuzzled every area of her naked body. After a few minutes, he said he needed to lie still. The room was spinning.
“How strong is that stuff?” asked Al, slurring his words.
“Shh… non ti preoccupare,” said Serafina, watching Al’s eyes slowly close. “Don’t be concerned,” she said in perfect English. When he awoke from his drugged stupor he’d notice her gone, making him very concerned until he was dead.
Chapter 4
Vinnie said the concert was exhilarating and Paul agreed. “Could you believe that setting? Magnificent, like being back in ancient times,” said Vinnie, showcasing all his teeth with a smile that ached. “The ancient Greek/Roman theater and a full moon high in the dark sky.”
“And what about Etna’s red firestorm? It was like fireworks, only better,” added Paul.
The exiting, intoxicated crowd filed out of the amphitheater to choke the narrow ancient street singing their favorite songs. Paul held Vinnie’s hand as they walked, supposedly to prevent separation along the clogged, one-way pedestrian path. Vinnie thought the touch more than friendly but he didn’t pull his hand away.
Entering the piazza in front of a massive Roman gate of the ancient walled city of Taormina, the crowd dispersed. Paul had arranged a car to take him and Vinnie back to Giardini Naxos. Inside the car, Paul directed the driver to Vinnie’s hotel.
Both men turned their cells on during the descent that was slowed by the late-night concert traffic. Paul read his messages quickly without comment. Vinnie cursed reading his single text.
Staying out with local BBs from the gym. Back late. Don’t wait up.
“Everything okay?” asked Paul.
Vinnie didn’t know what answer to give. A “no” wasn’t enough. He leaned toward Paul. “Can I come to your place for a nightcap?”
“Ah… you sure? I asked during the concert and you declined. What’s changed your mind?”
Vinnie muttered, his eyes briefly closed. “I’d like to talk. I could use… a friend. Get things off my chest. Are you a friend?”
“Vinnie, how can you ask that? We’ve been friends since grade school. Even after all this time I feel like it was only yesterday.” Paul hesitated and lowered his eyes. “I know, there’s my family connection. I’m not… fuck it, Vinnie. I’m not them, I—”
Paul broke off. The palm of his hand covered his lips as if he was about to cry. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, lips slightly upturned, then his eyes opened and he grinned.
“Actually, this is a good time to tell you. The concert wasn’t the right place. I’m gay.”
Vinnie laughed and clapped. “I knew it all along! I was right in high school!”
“How?” Paul asked.
“Back then? I don’t know. Probably wishful thinking. Now? At the concert you looked at people taking their seats, but not the women, only the men, the good-looking ones. And you touched my thigh at least once… nothing more than tap but it was… uhm…”
“Strange?”
“Unusual. And you could have gone to the concert alone or found a ‘date.’” Vinnie made little air quotes with his fingers.
Paul lightly punched Vinnie’s arm. “And I’ve dated some men that… uh…”
“No, I don’t want details,” said Vinnie, holding up his hand, then chuckled, “Unless you want sex with me.”
Paul’s mouth dropped open.
“I’m just fuckin’ with you! We missed that chance by about eight years.” Vinnie’s attempted laugh didn’t make it past his lips.
Paul went quiet, his eyes narrowed, and he moved his mouth nervously. “There’s something else, the second thing I said I’d tell you.”
“It’s okay if you’d rather not,” Vinnie said.
“No, I want to.” Paul stretched his arm across to hold Vinnie’s hand. “It’s, er… serious. Look, let’s have a few drinks first.” Paul looked out of the side window.
“What? Now you have to tell me.”
“I will but this isn’t the place,” said Paul nodding toward the driver. “And I thought I knew how to tell you but now I’m not sure where to begin. It’s complicated.”
Vinnie looked away. He knew from his clients that if they said something was complicated, that meant something bad had happened and they were choosing which lie to tell. He rubbed Paul’s arm.
“Let’s start with you,” Paul said, turning in his seat to face Vinnie square. “Tell me why you agreed to drinks. Something urgent to talk about, wasn’t it? Clearly not sex but I’m open if you’ve changed your mind.”
Vinnie didn’t even smile at Paul’s silly innuendo. His sucked in his cheeks and twirled his wristwatch.
“Take your time. Mine isn’t so easy to explain either. Let’s get at least one drink down before we begin.”
Vinnie pulled out his cell phone and texted Ben.
I’m having a nightcap after the concert. Don’t wait up.
The sedate hotel bar played low-volume background music. The entrance led first to the bar then across a wooden dance floor large enough for six or seven couples and on the other side a dozen tables and booths. The room echoed with conversations, interrupted occasionally by a burst of raucous laughter. No one worried about their conversations being overheard because no one cared.
Vinnie and Paul took a vacant table in the far corner. Paul ordered a bottle of wine, a local Sicilian, one of his export client’s vineyards. They talked about the concert, which was followed by chit chat. With the second glass poured, Vinnie leaned back.
“So, you want to go first or should I? It seems like yours is more urgent,” Vinnie said.
“And yours isn’t?” asked Paul, his lips hinting they’d blossom into a beautiful full-blown smile.
“Yeah, you’ve got me. So do we flip a coin?” asked Vinnie.
“No, you go first. I need more time to think and drink this.” Paul pointed to his glass of wine.
Vinnie took a short gulp of his then took the glass with both hands.
“He’s ignored me for months. Not exactly ignored but, well, to be open, our sex has been like doing laundry.” Vinnie paused. “And he’s returned to bodybuilding—full immersion.”
Paul nodded then said, “But wasn’t he a bodybuilder when you first met?”
“Yes, but he was at the end of his career. He entered a few contests, mostly while I was in California, so it didn’t really affect me.”
Vinnie stopped seeing Paul’s frown and wished he hadn’t mentioned California, dredging up the memory of being beaten into a coma called on by Paul’s uncle. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“No, please don’t be. It happened and it was wrong and I…” Paul stopped. “Well, I already told you I didn’t know, so go on about Ben.”
“Yeah, okay. You saw it. The fuckin’ day I arrive and he’s out for dinner. Isn’t that a goddamn fuckin’ kick in the teeth?”
On his third glass of wine, Vinnie ordered another bottle as he embarked on a full-blown rant about Ben’s obsession with his posing for the expo. “He’s treating it like he’s a contestant,” Vinnie said, swishing his glass. “Do you know what it means?”
“Uh-uh, I guess not,” muttered Paul.
Vinnie droned on with details, including his suspicion Ben was heavily into steroids. Paul’s eyelids drooped and his index finger traced imaginary figures on the tabletop.
“He’s using chemicals too, I’m sure of it. He’ll have health problems and not just physical but mental,” Vinnie said, with two fingers tapping hard on the table as he continued to talk loud and fast. In the middle of his sentence the room went quiet.
Vinnie and Paul’s heads turned to the bar. A woman in a tight, strapless dress and black high heels headed across the dance floor—Serafina. As she neared their table, Vinnie saw her dress was a composite of skin-toned fabric and translucent material in strategic areas that left nothing to the imagination… or everything. Her lemur eyes siphoned all the colors out of the dark room.
She bent over Paul and said, “Ciao, bello,” in a voice that guaranteed eternal damnation that was probably worth it. She turned to Vinnie and gave him a nod. “Salve, pretty boy.”
She draped an arm over Paul’s shoulder and leaned into him while her eyes rested on Vinnie. She drank from Paul’s wine glass, then whispered words in his ear.
Vinnie coughed and the woman turned to him.
“Caro, I must take Paul with me for a minute.”
“What? Can’t it wait?” asked Paul.
Serafina shook her head and spoke softly, with Vinnie catching only a few words. “Need… time… contract… come now.”
“I approved and signed all of it. This is—” Paul didn’t finish as Serafina tugged his arm.
“Now, and don’t argue,” she said, loud enough for Vinnie to hear every word as if she’d used a megaphone.
She walked over to Vinnie, sweeping her fingers up and down his neck until they rested around his throat. She leaned forward and in her sibilant voice said, “Grazie,” and Vinnie would bet a year’s salary nothing about her met Vatican II standards.
The woman looped her arm through Paul’s and steered him outside.
“What the fuck?” Vinnie muttered to himself. His thoughts turned inward. All night he’d been trashing Ben to Paul, exposing his husband’s personal tragedies. I’m being unfair to Ben? Once this expo’s over he’ll listen and get professional help. I just need to be more patient, more tolerant.
After five minutes, Vinnie thought, Where the fuck is Paul?
Chapter 5
“Serafina, che cosa?” asked Paul as she tugged him along. “What’s wrong?”
“Shh,” she said and placed a finger to his lips.
This was not protocol. She never showed herself to him in public. She pulled him along until they stood before the closed hotel kitchen doorway.
“Everything’s changed,” Serafina said, her brown eyes growing bigger as she spoke.
“I’m with Al,” she said, pointing a finger to the ceiling. “I put a Valium and half pill of Rohypnol in his wine. He’ll dream for a few hours, giving you enough time to get far away.”
“You drugged Al? Serafina, this is crazy. You’ll blow my cover,” Paul said while frantically gesticulating with his hands.
Serafina gave a long exhale. “Too late. They know,” she said, looking over Paul’s shoulder down the empty corridor.
“That can’t be right. I’ve been careful.”
“It’s true. I heard Al on the speaker phone. You know he thinks I don’t understand English except a few words. Cazzo, fucker. Do you know what he does to me? He—” Serafina stopped talking to wipe her mouth with the back of her hand. “He’s what you call a dumb fuck. And a bad fuck too.”
Paul stopped her. He didn’t want to hear this. He disapproved of her method of gaining inside information but neither he nor anyone else could stop her. She chose the call-girl role, learning more in the bedroom with mob heads, prominent judges, and politicians than any recording device.
“Just tell me what happened. What’s changed?” Paul said, his face twisted.
“Al’s orders came directly from Brooklyn. Your uncle Carmine Aquafreddo told him to eliminate you tonight.” She sneered at the euphemism.
Paul gaped. He knew Al would follow orders; that’s why Carmine gave him the Sicily assignment. Yet he found it hard to believe. They had known each other since elementary school. Even if not best friends they still had a bond. And he couldn’t imagine his uncle would cause his beloved younger sister grief over the murder of her only child. Paul couldn’t square the reality of the cruel mob world with his of love, friendship, and protecting real family—not the fabricated pseudo families of thieves and murderers.
Serafina snapped her fingers in front of Paul’s eyes.
“Hey! You hear me? You need to hide—now. Don’t waste time, get gone. And who is the man with you? Does he know?”
“Leave him out of this.”
“I can entertain him while you leave. Show him something… different.”
“No!” said Paul louder than he intended. “And anyway he’s gay, like me.”
“And you don’t think I’ve managed a few gays? You did it with my sister and she said you liked it.”
“Once.”
Serafina grinned and lightly slapped Paul’s face. “I think more.”
“Okay, twice. But that’s not the point. Vinnie is… fuck!” Paul didn’t mean to say his name.
“Don’t worry, your friend Vinnie is safe. I like him and I’ll protect him too. How much does he know? Who knows he’s with you? Are you lovers?”
“Lovers? I wish,” said Paul, and knew he had spoken too freely. He avoided solecism as a lawyer as well as in his personal life.
“Vinnie knows nothing and let’s keep it that way.”
Paul stopped and took a breath. “Wait, Al knows about Vinnie. He knows we went to the Taormina concert together.”
He looked at his shoes like a boy being admonished. “I was going to tell Vinnie about what I’m doing.” Paul wiped his face. “Al will guess I told Vinnie, especially if I go into hiding.”
In a calm voice, Serafina said, “Get rid of Vinnie and do it quickly. Tell him to avoid security cameras. You both leave separately and in different directions. Be smart if you want to protect your friend.”
A sheen of sweat formed on Paul’s lip. “Vinnie won’t be safe once Al tells them about me and him.”
“I’ll keep him safe, and don’t worry about Al,” she said with a peck on his forehead. “He won’t be telling anyone.”
How can she be so sure? Paul asked himself. In seeking an answer he felt Serafina put ceramic salt and pepper shakers into his hand.
“What’s this?”
“I don’t know, but Al had them in his pocket when he undressed to show me his overcooked pasta belly,” Serafina said with a shudder.
“A souvenir?”
“He said Nino gave them to him.”
Serafina rode the elevator to Al Renato’s room for the last time. Paul didn’t want to go back to the bar. He wanted to rewind the evening. Make a different decision. Wish he had taken Vinnie to his room. Made love to him. Now he had to say goodbye and not reveal that this was their last time together.
Vinnie was pouring his fourth glass of wine when Paul returned. He refilled Paul’s and held it out to him as he placed the hand-painted ceramic salt and pepper shakers on the table.
“I’ve got to go.”
“What? But—”
“Sorry. Business,” said Paul.
“Now? At this hour? I’m not stupid.”
“I know. But it’s important and can’t be helped.” Paul took the salt shaker, wrapped it in the hotel’s monogrammed cloth napkin, and handed it to Vinnie. “Take this as a remembrance.”
Vinnie looked at the napkin, the evening turning surreal. Why a gift? What business could he be conducting at this late hour? Had he misjudged Paul?
Vinnie was about to raise his questions when Paul held out a hotel keycard. “Use this to exit through the guest pool gate.”
“Why? Won’t you need it to get back into your room?”
Paul gave a joyless smile. “I have a spare card for special companions. It’s important
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