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dedication 

I dedicate this book to myself. 

I marinated in this story for years and years before finally finishing and finding a bit of bravery to put it out there. 

This is, I hope, a few hours of entertainment for you. 

To me, it’s so much more. 

I used this book to change my life. To live my dream. 

I hope you find the courage to leave your comfort zone and live your dreams, too.

This book is also for Tommy and Tia, who are very real to me after occupying space in my brain for my entire adult life and a few years before that, too.
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Content Warning: 

This work of fiction is a dark mafia romance with scenes and situations that those who do not enjoy the genre may find disturbing.

It contains graphic situations, violence, and difficult mental territory including organized crime, arranged marriage, and tough physical, sexual, and psychological subjects.  If you are not a dark romance and antihero lover, this might not be the book for you. 

If you’ve ever wanted the villain to get the girl, this could be your series.

Further information is available on the author’s website.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Her name is Athena. They call her Tia. She’s yours if you want her.”

“Mine?” 

“Yeah, yours.” Pop waved his hand dismissively. “For whatever.”

I was sitting in my father’s office absorbing this news, news that this Athena was coming to me as a gift from my father, that he’s taking her as payment for unpaid debts. 

Pop said he was about to have the news of the payment arrangement conveyed to her father and then I could do what I wanted with her.  

“For whatever” meant I could put her on the streets under one of the pimps on our downline. I could also opt to send her overseas and pocket the profits. 

We had connections in a variety of industries, including those of the seedy underworld. We had fingers in less-than-wholesome pies. Looking at her photo I knew she’d fetch more on the black market than the debt her daddy owed.  Way more.

We receive commissions based on a variety of pursuits. Some call us mafia. I don’t like that word. You might say I say tomato, you say tom-atto and while it’s all the same fruit, of course, there are many varieties of tomatoes. We’re businessmen. We have businesses we fully own and those we own a stake in. 

Not all of what we do is legal, but it’s not all shady business deals and gambling debts, either.  The way it’s set up creates multiple layers and plenty of income streams. Money flows to the family coffers from a variety of areas like security, construction, retail and wholesale businesses. There are gray areas, too, like security, protection, and of course loansharking, prostitution, and drugs. We mostly deal in organics rather than chemicals, and it’s only a  small part of our business.

Yes, organized crime exists in the 21st century. No, it’s not always as glamorous as it’s portrayed on screens but it’s not always as seedy, either.  It’s a living. Some days are fairly ordinary. Some days are a rush. Some days we have to make tough decisions. I’d had to make many difficult decisions so far and I was sure there would be many more ahead of me, especially given that I’d soon be sitting at the helm of the family empire.

My father had humble beginnings as a working guy who was respected and connected around town. He and his best friend, a guy also connected – even more connected that Pop – started a construction company. It did well; they were smart and resourceful. Over time, they saw the need for a number of other services and had the capital to begin expansions so they could better provide for their family without paying half their earnings in taxes.  The company has grown by leaps and bounds in the past thirty years.

After the construction company got off the ground, he opened a coffee shop. He now has six of those coffee shops and it’s moving to a franchising model in the next five to seven months. He’s a partner in some restaurants, some hotels, plus a few nightclubs. Some of those clubs have backroom card games; some that deal in big money.

Drugs and druggies, alcohol and alcoholics, hookers, nymphos, bookies, gamblers, loan sharks... they’ll always be out there. Why shouldn’t we profit from it? We have the brains and the brawn and the green. And because of that we’ve got the cars, the houses, the fat bank accounts, and the high tax brackets so we look above-board to the tax man and have the fat rainy day funds in our mattresses, attics, basements, whatever.  We do regular shit. We also do bad shit. 

Why bust our chops for a bit better than minimum wage and work like a dog until we’re ready to drop to put a meager amount of money into a retirement plan we may never get to spend? Successful men get between what men want and the source.  

That’s what we do. You want to bet on the races? We can help. You want to get your rocks off, find someone to cater to your fetishes?  We’ll hook you up. You need money to pay off your gambling debts or start up a new venture? Guess, what? We can help there, too. 

It all fits together nicely, like a puzzle. People need protection. People need money. People need help from builders to build those businesses they want us investing in, so we do the investing and we do the building. And people need vices so at the end of a hard day they’ve had a little fun. 

And because men can have too much of a good thing and get caught up in the sins of the flesh and the thrill of the bet it can get dirty. Some don’t pay their debts. Some need to be dealt with. Sometimes people get greedy and try to take from us. We have to make tough decisions. People come to play; they must be prepared to pay. We show our enemies and those who want our profits that we aren’t to be trifled with.

I’m twenty-nine, Pop’s namesake, and I’m inches away from taking over the family business. This is how we feed and protect ourselves and the ones who count on us. We take that seriously. If people borrow money, they have to pay their debts. We prefer cash as our currency of choice, of course, but sometimes creative financing comes into play when someone can’t pay. 

My family may be wealthy, but I’ve earned my stripes, too. Pop didn’t believe in sticking a silver spoon in my mouth when he had to claw his way up. He made sure I had to do the same. He calls it character-building. My brother and I both call him a hard ass. 

I started at the bottom at fourteen and worked my way up, buying my own condo with cash I earned by the time I was nineteen.  I’ve done hard work. Dirty work. No one can say that I don’t legit deserve to sit in my father’s chair when that day comes.

Sitting in my father’s office and getting told he was handing over a flesh payment on a debt to me was intriguing, to say the least.  I’d never seen him take this kind of payment before.

Telling me I could do “whatever” was a game. My father wanted me to keep her for myself. My cock twitched looking at her photo. Long, silky-looking chestnut brown hair, big jade green eyes, beautiful skin, full lips, fit yet curvy. Soft-looking.

“Why are you letting the guy pay like this? This isn’t our style. There’s more to it. Spill.”

Pop shrugged. “This was my choice, not his. Too many questions, Tommy. Just think of it as a gift. A bonus for all your hard work. Look at her.”

He pushed the picture closer. My Pop didn’t like questions, that was for damn sure. I guess I inherited that quality from him. But, I needed to know the details, particularly because he was probably only a few key decisions away from retiring.  He didn’t look ready to retire; he’s only in his mid-fifties and looks like he’s forty. But Pop worked hard to build his empire and says he wants to reap the fruits of that labor before he’s too old to fully enjoy it.

“What kind of guy gives his daughter up for debts? The debt is measly,” I said. 

He looked reflective and a long moment passed. 

“Pop?”

“I bought his debt. There’s history. Long family history. This guy! He...” He waved his hand. “He was like one of those, what do you call... fan girls. He tried to crawl up all our asses and worm his way into the business. He was always a liability, so he didn’t get the time of day.  He disrespected me many years ago. He took something from me. He paid a price.  But I don’t know that his price was enough.” He tapped his temple with his index finger. “And some nights I still lay awake thinking about what he took from me. This daughter, she’s all he’s got of any value. And look at her. I’m thinking she’s young, she’s beautiful, you could make her yours. Marry her, maybe. Your call, I know, but that’s what I think. It’d be a shame to put her to work or sell her off. I saw opportunity. I acted. Two birds, one stone. Pay this guy back by taking his last thing of value. Take her to pay his paltry debt and help our family move forward.” 

He shrugged like it was no biggie, but was looking at me studiously. I could see it was a big deal.

I shook my head, exasperated. This was Pop’s way. He was telling me this Tia could be mine to do with what I wanted, dropping his suggestion of “marry her, maybe” was his way of suggesting it without outright demanding it. If I didn’t, he’d be disappointed. People know better than to disappoint my father.  I also know bonuses aren’t in his vocabulary, so he isn’t giving her to me as a bonus. He’s got plans. But, my father knows better than to tell me what to do outright. When he really wants me to do something, he does it like this.

“Married, Pop? Who says I’m ready to get married?”

“Tommy, my boy, you’re almost thirty. By your age I had a couple kids and was on my second wife. You don’t truly become a man until you start a family of your own.  A family man needs to take over the company. You decide who you marry, of course, and this girl, she’s part Irish, half Italian. She’s beautiful and she’s young.  She can be molded into what you need her to be. Taking a wife don’t mean you can’t still have your fun, my boy.”

“I’ll think it over.”

This was the best way to handle my father. He’d nudged about me getting married, but never this bluntly. I’d been prepped and primed to take over this company ever since I could remember.  He’d drilled a lot into my head over the years and I’d jumped through hoops to prove I was worthy. Not just to him, also to myself.

I figured I’d already proven I was a man many times to my father with tests I’d passed, decisions I’d made, problems I’d taken care of, opportunities and profit I’d brought the business. He knew I had what it took. But, my pop was a demanding prick and I’d paid the hefty price of being his son many, many times. In his mind, I should show everyone: his associates, his enemies...that I’m a family man, ready to take the helm. An old-school way of thinking but that was how it was with Pop. 

Putting me and my brother at the bottom of the ladder like any other soldier that worked for him ensured we’d earn respect. Evidently, he’d decided I needed to take one more step on this journey before he’d be willing to hand over the keys to the kingdom.

But married?  He’d talked about me being married in a “someday when you’re married” or “someday when you’re a father”, “someday when you run this business”, way for years but I’d never given getting married much thought. Pop certainly enjoyed being married, he got married often, though despite his love for walking down the aisle, he wasn’t a man who believed in any sort of marriage sanctity. 

Me? Women were a means to an end for me. I had a healthy sexual appetite with as much action as I wanted. I didn’t do relationships. Didn’t want to; never needed to. I never had the desire to get serious or be monogamous. I knew women liked the way I look and of course loved the money, the power. I hadn’t met anyone I cared enough about to take things to any level beyond physical. I hadn’t ruled it out; I just hadn’t had the urge. I was Thomas Ferrano Jr., a force to be reckoned with in and out of the boardroom, the boxing ring, the bedroom, and more, and I’d been busy my whole life, proving myself, focused on the business.

I liked control in and out of the bedroom and was partial to rough play. Very partial. I had my pick of playthings to suit whatever my fancy was on any given day. Blonde, brunette, redhead, Black, Asian. Pop threw in the bit about this Tia being half Italian as if it was a factor. I didn’t give a shit about that. Regardless, I’d certainly never met someone I’d wanted to marry or even date seriously. Dating someone and getting serious? That’d feel too much like giving up control to me. Not interested. 

Rarely was I interested in even having the same woman twice. Who needed a woman nagging me, thinking she could tell me what she didn’t want me doing, asking me inane questions that I couldn’t be bothered to answer? I had no biological clock niggling at me yet for kids, either. I had nieces and nephews through my two sisters and the kids were great, but they weren’t my problem on a daily basis.  Being Uncle Tommy was just fine by me. 

Married? Sheesh. I knew how Pop’s brain worked and to him it was a necessity. I’d need to do it to get what I wanted. Full control. I wanted control in all areas of my life and since  Pop was slipping just left of his prime, it was time. Pop was missing the boat on opportunities that could make us a lot of money and get us out of the small-time game in a few areas. I could take the company to greater heights with more profit and lower risk. If I had to get married to get him to give me the keys to the kingdom and for me to not have to run business decisions by him, maybe that’s what I’d have to do. 

He and I butted heads a lot. I guess what everyone says is true; we’re a lot alike. As head of the business, I’d want to think about an heir to take over for me some day, rather than promoting one of my nephews.

My buddy and business associate, John, was married with kids. He and I got hammered the other night at the sex club we both belong to and a conversation came up about my lack of desire to hook up with one girl night after night. He’d talked about how amazing it was to have a submissive wife who would do anything he wanted.  Because she ached to please him. I argued there was no shortage of women in the club who’d pant in heat when I approached them.  Johnny said I didn’t get it, didn’t understand what I was missing, how amazing it was to have her complete trust and commitment. 

Johnny played at the club and his wife was cool with it. His wife liked threesomes, even. And she didn’t tell him what to do. She yielded to him. He told me there were relationship parameters and he knew what her limits were and said he had loads of room to play.

I’d laughed, slapped him on the shoulder, and said, “See Johnny, that’s where you and I differ. The only way in the world that’d go down for me is if there were no limits, no safe words.” 

Control. Full control. I looked at the photo in front of me again and the way she looked... I thought about control. I thought about controlling the business, being in full control of my own destiny, and I couldn’t help but think about controlling her. 

Pop was watching me mull things over. Fuck. 

I looked at him, conceding. “I’ll meet her. We’ll see.”

My father got that look on his face that he gets when everything is falling into place. That look was one of the very few things that could chill me to the bone.
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I’m young but I’ve been called an old soul more than once. As my high school graduation and nineteenth birthday loomed, all I’d been thinking about is the fact I was officially grown up. Ready to strike out on my own. Sort of. It was time to transition out of foster care into my first apartment.

My foster parents have been wonderful to me for the past five and a half years and they’d gone above and beyond, arranging for me to rent the apartment above the garage at my foster mom’s parents’ home. My own space, but still close to people who are like family, the only family I’ve had for years. 

Because I’ve been a ward of the court for the past few years and I’ll continue my education, I’ll have an income supplement through college while my tuition is paid for.  

Nona and Nono Caruso have been like I’d expect real grandparents would be to me and the half a dozen girls that live with Rose and Cal Crenshaw at the moment.  I’ll be the fifth girl to move into the garage apartment. The family has been fostering for years and they have helped countless teen girls have a home and a stable family for at least a little while. 

While I could’ve opted to move out and finish my victory lap of high school from my own place on my eighteenth birthday, the Crenshaws invited me to stay. Being an only child who embraced this busy, hectic, and crazy house full of laughter and love, I was happy to stay the extra year.

I’ve been in foster care since I was nine and was moved around a lot before finding home here. My mother committed suicide when I was small, and that led to my already troubled father falling completely off the rails. 

His partying and gambling intensified after her death. That, coupled with his inability to hold down a job was amplified without my mom around. Dad tried to move me in with his sister, my Aunt Carol, one night after being beaten up pretty badly (in front of me) by loan sharks, but she’d said, “Not a chance.”

She actually said that right in front of me.  Shame on her. And shame on Dad for asking her in front of me, knowing it was unlikely she’d agree.  Not only did she refuse, she also reported him to Social Services for neglect. 

They took temporary custody of me so he could get his life together, but he never managed to do that long enough to get me back. 

Dad seemed like he wanted to try a few times – he’d go long periods of time without seeing me and then he’d turn up for a visit, tell me he was doing better. Sometimes, he would even do a visit two months in a row, but inevitably over the past nine+ years, the more common pattern was for him to get my hopes up and then let me down and disappear for months at a time. I stopped having expectations of him a long time ago. Becoming a ward of the court made it simpler. They stopped trying to make him try.

This foster home has been, by far, the most nurturing of all. Not only do they go out of their way to make their home a real home, but whatever isn’t provided that me or the other girls need through the “system” they take out of their own pockets.

Three years ago, Rose and Cal bought bicycles out of their own pockets for Christmas gifts for all of us. Two years ago, they took us to Disney World on their dime. They are amazing people and they’ve helped so many girls get their lives together. I hope to repay them someday. Karma is definitely on their side. 

Rose, a sweet round woman with a heart of gold, tells me all the payment she wants is my happiness and success. And for me to continue to be a part of their family. Come for Christmas; come for special dinners on my birthday when I don’t have other plans. Have them at my wedding someday. Think of them as my family. 

They have one son and one daughter. Their autistic son is one of my favorite people in the world. Their daughter, Ruby, is my best friend. She still has a year left of high school, otherwise we’d just get a place together. 

I’m starting college next Fall for social work, to make a difference in the lives of other kids who might otherwise fall between the cracks. So many do, and many blame the system. I’ve had a great social worker all along who has always cared about my safety and happiness. I aim to follow in her footsteps.

I wouldn’t say I’ve been the perfect student or foster child. I make mistakes. Boys. Partying. Skipping school. But, for the most part, I try to be responsible. I know what I want from life and I’m grateful for the blessings I have. 

Of course I miss my mom. I wouldn’t say she was a happy person and clearly her unhappiness ran deeper than I knew. I also wish Dad could’ve pulled his life together. While he was never all that responsible before she died, he was really, really messed up afterwards. 

Although I don’t know how often he checks messages, I’ve sent him a Facebook message to tell him about high school grad and left a ticket at the office with his name on it. I’m not counting on him making it, he’s never made it to any school plays, birthday parties, or anything else I’ve asked him to attend. When Dad shows up it’s generally very random. Some wonder why I bother to go out of my way, but I guess I’ve never given up on him. I’ve always wanted to believe that people are redeemable. 
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Graduation day!  It was the day for me and two of my foster sisters, so mayhem at the Crenshaw house, but in the best way. I was ready, my hair in a sleek updo that everyone said makes me look like a pin-up model. Bright red lips, smoky eyes.  Rose told me I look twenty-five instead of nineteen. I feel like I’m older, anyway; always have, probably partly due to being almost on my own for the better part of a year at nine years old.  

After Mom died, Dad would leave me alone for hours at a time, sometimes overnight, while he nipped out to run his errands. I learned how to make simple meals at that age, to cook and clean up after myself. I even paid the electric bill once after finding a disconnection notice taped to our apartment door. It was a rare occasion that my dad’s wallet had been full of cash, so while he slept off a bender, I walked the three blocks to the bank and paid it.

Social services hadn’t looked too kindly on that explanation, though when I was interviewed and told them I could get myself off to school, make my own breakfast, pack my own lunch, and that I’d even paid bills at the bank with money from Daddy’s card games. 

Yeah, that had gone over so well that they hauled me into care. It didn’t help that they found me at home alone with almost no food in the fridge other than some dried out Chinese take-out, but a case of beer in the fridge and nothing but some saltines and beer nuts in the cupboard. The green mat had still been on the dining room table from a poker game Dad had hosted two nights before. It was littered with crushed beer cans and overflowing ashtrays. He’d always told me to stay in my locked room during those games and touch nothing on that table if his poker stuff was left out. The games were often on school nights.

Dad turned up drunk in the middle of the social services meeting and blubbered like a baby. Mom’s death ruined him, and I felt like I had to take care of him for her. Lord knew he couldn’t take care of me. I guessed that was what made me an old soul, the fact that I had to be.

Anyway, here I was, wishing my parents could see me get handed my diploma, graduating on the honor roll. I doubted Dad would make it. Rose, Cal, and Susie (my social worker) would all be there for me and that was enough. 

After the ceremony, we’d have a celebratory meal at Rose and Cal’s and there was a school dance planned after that. My ex-boyfriend Nick had been lingering all week and I wasn’t looking forward to seeing him tonight but knew he’d be there.

I’d dumped him a month ago, because I found out he was selling drugs from his gas station job. His customers would buy gas and when they came in to pay, he’d slip them dope. I wanted no part of that. I had no desire to build my future with a guy who would put his future in jeopardy. He was a loser. I didn’t like to think of my dad as a loser but in reality, that’s what he was. I wasn’t about to get tied down with a loser of a boyfriend, too.

Nick was a twenty-two-year-old gorgeous, long-haired, tattooed, and leather jacket-wearing bad boy. I was attracted to the look and the swagger of bad boys for some reason, but when it all came down to it, they’d get dumped as soon as they showed me their true bad boy colors.  While I was attracted to them like a moth to a flame, it didn’t last. I didn’t want to waste my time on someone going nowhere but downhill.

As I got dressed for grad, I thought about the guy that had come into the ice cream parlor I worked at the other day. He came in while I was working my last shift and he was well-dressed, as sexy as a movie star, and carried himself with confidence.  He was so tall and strong-looking. A hundred percent grown-up male and very different from Nick. Older. Somewhere near thirty, and he gave me tummy flutters like I’d never had before. What would it be like to date a man who oozed sex appeal and maturity? 

As me and my foster sisters got ready for our big day, they were giddy and giggling. I was deep in thought about the guy I’d been thinking of as the ice cream parlor hottie. I barely stopped thinking about him the past two days and nights. But, as that had been my last day at that job the chances of seeing him again were small. He flirted with me, but I behaved like a deer in the headlights. I wished I was older, more confident, and that I’d given him my phone number. I was so over guys that were like Nick. 

I knew Nick was trying to get my attention because he knew that tomorrow I’d be moving into my own apartment. He wanted alone time with me.  He and I had done the alone thing plenty of times and I didn’t need to go down that road again. It wasn’t exactly symbiotic.

Nick wanted to attend the graduation ceremony, but I only had a limited number of tickets to give out and since I had no one but Dad, I’d given my extra tickets to the other girls who had guests. 

I was ready for new things. A new place, college in the fall, and new opportunities. Maybe a new guy, too. One who was ready to be a man, not a boy living in a one-bedroom apartment shared with two other guys who rotated using the bedroom when they had girls over (with the never-innovative sock on the doorknob as the clue that the room was “in use”. Gross.). 

We’d done it in there once and... never again. We’d done it a few times in his car, but it was certainly not very fulfilling! Neither the car nor that bedroom had been cleaned in months. He undoubtedly saw my upcoming apartment as an ‘in’. Wrong. He’d already texted me today, trying to get me to agree to ‘talk’ later tonight. 

***
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As I walked up on the podium to receive my diploma, I had the surprise of my life. Dad was in the audience, a big smile on his face. He was seated beside Rose, who was chatting softly to him while snapping pictures of me.  Nick was sitting directly behind my dad, dressed up and smiling at me, too. I avoided his gaze, tried not to think about how handsome he looked. Looks weren’t everything. Why was he even here? I bet Ruby found him a ticket; she’d been trying to get us back together for days like it was her mission in life.

After the ceremony was over, I was in the school’s courtyard for photos, and Dad rushed to me. He looked good. I’d only ever seen him in a suit once, at Mom’s funeral, and this was that same suit. He had his dirty-blond hair gelled back and he smelled like expensive cologne. Seeing him like this reminded me of how he sometimes was before Mom died. His green eyes sparkled. He was good-looking for his age. Everyone said I had his eyes. He’d never been perfect, but we did things together.  He taught me to cook, I’d hang out with him while he tinkered with his car. When I was small, he’d hold me high in the air with an airplane ride to bed. He’d read bedtime stories with such effort and emotion, doing different voices for every character. He wasn’t the perfect father or husband before she died but after she died, he was a shell of a man who tried to drink and gamble away his pain. Seeing him here today, trying for me, I felt a burst of affection for him.

He swung me around in a giant hug, making me squeal. “Athena! I’m so proud. You look all grown up. Look at you. Someone take our picture!” He called out to the rest of our group and Rose hurried over with her camera. 

Susie, my social worker, eyed my dad warily. I knew she’d lost patience with him over the years.  Getting me to agree to be a ward of the courts made her life so much easier because she didn’t have to continually try to reach him to find out what was what with him, to get him involved in decisions that needed to be made, and so forth.  When he lost his parental rights, it had been eleven months since he’d made contact.  He always managed to miss birthdays.

It hurt that he could go that length of time without checking on me, leaving others to raise me. It hurt, but I wasn’t the sort lash out about it. I always just thought of him as broken. Who wouldn’t be broken after finding their wife dead in a tub with slit wrists? 

I was supposed to have been picked up from school after a field trip that required parents to pick up the kids late since we were back at 7:00 at night. Nobody showed up. I sat in the principal’s office for hours while they tried to find someone to pick me up. The principal had been huffy and snippy, too, clearly with plans for the evening that had to be canceled due to this poor little neglected girl who hadn’t been picked up from school. 

Finally, my Aunt Carol had come along and brought me to her home. She didn’t give me an explanation, treating me like kids should be seen and not heard. She did, however, not even try to lower her voice to stop me from overhearing her on the phone as she told someone she was stuck watching me for the evening because my father was a wreck, mourning his dead wife who’d killed herself. What a way for me to find out. 

She never bothered with me all these years, just wrote me off. Mom hadn’t had any family step up either.  I heard she had an older brother, but it seemed she was a bit of a black sheep with her family because I never met anyone from that side and no one sought me out after she died. 
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So, here Dad was, all smiles for the camera, looking well-fed, well-groomed, and yet there was a weird aura about him, something in his eyes, a nervousness in his laugh. He seemed off, like there was something shifty going on. He kept checking his phone and looking around suspiciously.  When everyone had gotten their fill of camera flashes in their eyes, Rose tried to corral everyone so we could go back to her house where a big buffet and gifts were waiting.

“Please join us, Gregory,” she said to my dad.

“I’d love to!” he beamed. “Tia, ride with me. We can catch up on the way.”

Did he have something to tell me? It’d been ages since I’d seen him and while I was happy he was here, I knew something wasn’t quite right.

He had a decent enough car, surprisingly. We drove through a coffee shop drive-thru for Dad to get a coffee and me to get an iced cappuccino and then we parked so Dad could get out and have a cigarette first, saying he wouldn’t smoke in the car with me.

“Thanks so much for coming, Dad.”

“Like I’d miss it!” 

He gave me an are you kidding look. As if he hadn’t missed most other milestones in my life so far.

“What’s new, then? You working?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been working at an auto parts place for about seven months.  I do parts counter, a few minor repairs. Got a nice apartment. Got myself a nice girlfriend, too. You’ll like her. Sadie. She’s a schoolteacher. Teaches kindergarten. This is her car.”

“Really? That’s awesome.” It’d been the longest he’d held down a job for ages and this was the first relationship he’d ever told me about. He evidently knew what was going on with me already; I’d filled him in with my Facebook message where I’d invited him to come to the grad ceremony. 

“Something off, though, Dad? You seem stressed.”

He nodded quickly and lifted the lid off his coffee and took a sip. “Yeah, we need to talk.”

I frowned. “Okay...”

He sat at a picnic table outside the coffee shop and picked at a loose thread on his suit pants. “I’m in some trouble. Chickens coming home to roost, sort of thing.”

My heart lurched. “What kind of trouble?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “I have old debts from when I was gambling. I haven’t gambled in a long time, Tia. I go to a support group. The debt was sold to someone high up in organized crime, someone who hates my guts and has a vendetta from years back. He’s decided to make life... difficult.”

I nodded, urging him to continue, feeling dread spread through my gut.

“I need to figure this out, find a way to get them paid. They’ve already given me an extension, but they want a marker. I just need a few days to sort this out. I was hoping you could help me.”

“How? How could I help you?” I didn’t have any money. Well, $248 in my savings account from my job at the ice cream parlor, but that was it.

“You need to be my marker,” he said, resigned.

“Your what?”

“Yeah. I know it’s not ideal, but I have a plan to clear it up and then there won’t be anything else. This is the last loose end from my old life, Tia. I’m really sorry to drag you into this, but I have no choice.”

“Dad...” I began.

I noticed a black SUV pull in beside us. The passenger window rolled down and a guy in the passenger seat wearing dark sunglasses eyed us. 

“Tia, it’s just for a few days. I have a plan, I...” He glanced over his shoulder and then his shoulders slumped.

“Dad, you can’t expect me to...who are these people? What on earth have you gotten yourself into?”

Dad’s face took on a look of desperation. “Sweet pea, I’m sorry. I’ve been such a fuck up.”

He hadn’t called me that since I was little, since before Mom died. 

“You need to go with these guys. Trust me. I’ll make this better. It’ll be better.”

“It’s my high school fucking graduation!” I shrieked, looking to the SUV. Was this them? 

Dad blanched. I’ve never sworn at him, never raised my voice at him. I’ve always treated him like he’s fragile. The front passenger and rear passenger doors of the black SUV opened and burly men dressed in expensive suits looked out at us.

“Problem, O’Connor?” One in the back seat asked in a gravelly voice.

“Naw, no. Not at all. Not at all. We just need one minute.” Dad was like a stuttering fool. “Tia, please,” his eyes pleaded with me.

“Dad.” I folded my arms. I could not believe he came to my grad to set me up to be his “marker”. This was the only reason he came!

Burly guy from the front passenger seat lifted his shades off. “We need to go, O’Connor.”

I took a step back as the two of them got out, leaving their doors opened, revealing a big Black dude in the back and a younger, pissed-off but hot blond guy in a suit in the driver’s seat.

Dad leaned forward and took my hands in his. His face had a look of desperation that made my scalp prickle. “They’ll kill me,” he whispered.

What the...? 

What would make him use me as a marker? Did he think they wouldn’t kill me? Did he think they wouldn’t hurt me? How much money did he owe these guys and how would he even pay them off?

He’d let me down countless times. In the early days of foster care, he’d promise that his life was almost together enough to gain custody again. He’d promise to take me places, buy me things – I never needed or wanted things, but he always tossed promises around and he never ever kept them. Why would I believe him now?  Why would he put me at risk and even make this an option?

“Just hang tight. They’ll keep you comfortably in a luxury hotel suite or something like that. You’ll be fine. Look at it like a little getaway.”

I tilted my head at my father, dumbfounded. This couldn’t be real. Back at Rose and Cal’s, they were waiting for me. There was a big, beautiful cake congratulating me, Mia, and Bethany for graduating. 

Ruby, her brother Connor, the other girls, and everyone’s friends and some relatives were all there. There was a table filled with everyone’s favorite foods. There were graduation gifts.  Tonight, there was a dance and all my friends would be there.  

He was ruining this; ruining a pivotal day that I’d worked so hard for. I was a nearly straight A student. I was on the motherfucking honor roll! I’d beaten the odds despite my screwed-up childhood with a loser father and a mom lost to suicide. I didn’t deserve this. A combination of pain and rage rose in me.

“Athena, sweet pea; trust me.” His eyes implored me. 

“How much do you owe? Do you even have a way to pay them back?”

He nodded. “It’s not out of my reach, and I have a plan.”

“It must be pretty bad for them to want human collateral, Dad. What’ll they do to me if you don’t pay?”

He put his hands on my shoulders and said, “I just need you to trust me.”

I held my breath.  Burly man number one and burly man number two seemed like they were staring me down from behind their Men-In-Black sunglasses.

I was about to open my mouth to say No, no way was I agreeing to this, but then the blond driver got out of the vehicle and rounded it. 

He strode to the passenger side where this standoff was happening, took my elbow and ushered me into the SUV, his mouth in a tight line. Burly guy number two was standing by the opened the back door. It happened so fast that I was in the vehicle before I had a chance to protest. 

“In!” Blond guy was dressed like he was ready for a GQ photoshoot. He blurted this at the goons with a grumbled, “For fuck sakes” then he gave Dad a chilling death stare.

Before I had a chance to react, angry hot guy got back into the driver’s seat and we were pulling away from Dad, who was standing with his hands in his pockets watching the SUV pull away. 

I was sandwiched in between backseat burly guy two and the scary-looking Black dude. I glanced over my shoulder out the window to see Dad take a sip of his coffee and dial a number on his phone.  Backseat burly guy passed the guy on the other side of me my seatbelt and he fastened it for me. 

I frowned.  Dad had looked so flippant, so nonchalant as he dialed that number and sipped his coffee. What on earth? I was so flabbergasted I couldn’t even think straight. 

Half an hour ago, I was graduating from high school. 

Now I was some kind of marker for my father’s gambling debt. Now I was in an SUV with a bunch of scary looking men heading, where? 

No one was saying anything. Nobody even looked at me. The blond guy was radiating a pissed-off vibe as he drove, and there was a sports event of some  kind on the radio. I gulped hard and stared straight ahead, saying a silent prayer.

[image: Tommy]

It’d been a couple of weeks since Pop had told me about Tia O’Connor. A long couple of weeks. 

I’d given the matter thought, like I’d promised him. In fact, I thought about it more than I’d care to admit because the more thought I gave it, the more it made sense. Getting married meant getting handed the keys to all of it. It meant I wouldn’t be second guessed, it meant I’d be in total control.

The idea of owning a woman did things to me. I couldn’t deny that I’d been thinking about the fact that in addition to being in control of the business, I’d be in control of her. Owning this girl, having her available for my every whim, it was stirring something in me. And did I have whims.

Something about the idea of a girl who was mine, a girl who probably hadn’t already had dozens of sexual partners – it appealed to me on a deep level, a level so deep I was having trouble shaking what felt like cravings; the things I was imagining doing to her.  Naw, I wasn’t deprived but I certainly was depraved. 

I’d dreamt about her almost every night since seeing her picture. Filthy dreams. I woke up every night a few times as a rule, anyway, but since seeing her picture I’d woken up sweaty, with a hard-on, after delicious dreams of her across my knee getting spanked and fingered, dreams of her wrists tied to my headboard, dreams of her on her knees in front of me, taking my cock into that gorgeous mouth with her hands tied behind her back with one of my belts. 

It got even worse after I managed to gather intel about her because in addition to the way she looked, she had other qualities I liked. I decided to check out the goods myself, in person, because I’d put one of my men on detail to watch her and report her activities. After a week, he came to me with the report and some photos. 

I’d probably never defined what my ‘type’ was before this, but I now knew. She had a smokin’ hot body and though she was younger than I’d normally go for, she didn’t look her age. I knew where she lived, where she worked, where she spent her time, who her friends were, and I knew what sort of person she was. 

My man had taken candid photos of her at school, at play in the pool in her foster parents’ back yard (in a barely-there string bikini).  My cock twitched at the thought of her in that tiny bikini. Her silky, chestnut, shampoo commercial hair fell three quarters of the way down her back with bangs that swept gently across her forehead, and I’d been imagining wrapping the long length of her hair around my fist and pulling her head toward my cock.  I imagined taking handfuls of it while I did her from behind. 

She had the sort of lips women paid to upgrade to. While looking at her file, my jaw tightened at the fact that my man had taken this photo of her, looked at her in those scraps of material. I felt like a possessive prick, wanting to knock him out for even looking at her. She was semi-sexually active but not slutty. She was on birth control, but had no boyfriend for the past month or so. 

Earl told me there was a punk ex-boyfriend sniffing around, trying to get her attention. She was giving him the brush-off. I had video of him trying to talk to her over a fence while she was in that bikini. She seemed like she could be a cock tease. She had a bit of sass, but not enough to come across like a bitch. No, it was just enough to make me want to bring her to heel.

The girl hadn’t had it easy; her old man was a piece of shit, by the sounds of it. She worked part-time at an ice cream shop near the foster home and did some volunteer work at the animal shelter as well as at a nearby old folks’ home. She wasn’t a typical nineteen-year-old girl out to party and spend, and that appealed to me, too.  

After way too much attention spent looking at videos of her and flipping through a file of photos and general intel, I decided to stroll in and size up the potential chemistry in person.  Regardless of what she looked like, I needed to know if there would be any sort of spark before moving forward.

Yeah, most would say I should just let her go, let her go live her life. If I was a nice guy that’s what I’d do. There were girls out there that I’d already been with who’d be more than happy to wear my ring and sleep in my bed. But I guess I’m not a nice guy. The thing was that Pop had a claim on her so either I took the gift, or he’d give her to someone else. Either way, she was now Ferrano family property. That was my justification, as twisted as that was. If I had to get married, she might as well become mine. 

Yeah, I know; I guess I’m not even a little bit of a good guy.

***
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Bells jingled over the door to the small store as I walked in.  Music played and it had a fifties diner theme going with a long white counter flanked by a dozen or so red and chrome stools and half a dozen little red tables, some for two, some for four, in front of a big window that looked out to the busy street. She was working alone; the shop was empty except for a prepubescent kid playing on his handheld game system at the counter while nursing a drink and making an annoying slurping sound as it was obviously just a few ice cubes rattling around in the bottom of the cup. I gave him the ‘scram’ stare and jerked my chin toward the door. The kid gulped, grabbed his skateboard, and took off.

I stood at the counter and watched her. She was up on a footstool stocking a shelf above her head with small boxes of ice cream cones. She was humming along to the song on the radio, her arms over her head making her tank top ride up, showing her bare lower back and two sexy dimples at the base of her spine. My pants suddenly felt tight as I looked at the juicy heart-shaped ass popping from those tight low-rider jeans. And the knowledge that it was mine? In that moment, with that knowledge, I had to take a deep breath to stop myself from taking her right then and there.

She turned around and smiled at me expectantly. Then she instantly blushed. Yeah, I had that effect on women. Nope, she didn’t look like a teenager in person, either. She looked closer to mid-twenties. Her pictures didn’t even do justice; she was fucking beautiful. 

“Can I help you?” she beamed and quickly moistened her full pink lips with the tip of her tongue, eying me in a way that I liked. It wasn’t the look of a woman hunting man prey, which was a complete turn-off for me. No, this was shyness and anticipation. This was a girl tingling at the idea that the guy in front of her could be remotely interested in her. Clearly, she had no clue how beautiful she was. And obviously, she liked what she saw when she looked at me.

“I hope so.” I smirked at her.

She climbed down and straightened her black tank top, pulling it down slightly to cover her midriff but resulting in revealing just the scalloped tops of the cups of a lace black bra and (probably unintentionally) giving me an even better view of her cleavage. Great rack. Full C-cup, maybe even a D.

“What do you recommend?”

She flushed even pinker and it was clear she’d seen where my eyes had landed. “Umm, we have ice cream, cold drinks. If you want something hot I can do coffee, hot chocolate, cappuccino...” She trailed off.

Hot. Yeah, I’d like something hot. 

“Surprise me,” I told her.

She chewed her lip shyly. “Well, what do you like?”

“I see plenty that I like. What do you like?” I asked, widening my eyes at her and then trailed my gaze from her eyes to her mouth, down to her hips, and then back up. I did this slowly, being very obvious that I was checking her out.

“Hmm.” She smiled at me and eyed me up and down, too. “Hungry or thirsty?”

Mm. 

“Hungry,” I said.

“We don’t have much for food, really. Popcorn, nachos, ice cream?” she suggested.

“What flavor?” I asked her.

“There’s a list up there.” She motioned behind herself.

“What’s your favorite flavor?” I asked.

“Call me weird but I really just love plain old vanilla.” She shrugged. 

I almost laughed at her. My face split into a grin. I bet she did. I bet vanilla was all she’d been exposed to so far. 

“You are weird,” I said.

She wrinkled her nose at me and fuck, but it was adorable.

“Vanilla, when there are so many flavors to choose from?” I drummed my fingertips on the counter, staring into the ice cream freezer, “Bah, vanilla sounds like a good start.” I sat on a stool.

“One scoop or two?” she asked, flushing even pinker. I wondered if she picked up on the double entendre.

“Two.” I was eyeing her luscious round tits.

“Cup or cone?” she asked.

“Cone.” I raised a brow.

“Sugar cone?”

“Oh yeah,” I said low and gave her another grin.

She gulped, fumbled, and got the ice cream for me. Then she put a cherry right in the middle of the top scoop. A fucking cherry. I could’ve come in my pants right then and there.

“That’s three bucks,” she said, holding it out to me with both hands demurely, but something flirty in those eyes. Gorgeous eyes. Jade green, long and thick black lashes. 

Oh, it’d be a lot more than three bucks. I could buck all fucking night if I had her in my bed. 

I put a twenty in her hand, then grabbed her wrist for a second before she could turn to the cash register. I told her to keep the change and then wiggled the tip of my tongue against the cherry and winked at her before letting go of her wrist.  Then, I walked out.  

I used the tip of my tongue to scoop the cherry into my mouth and dropped the cone in the trash bin outside the shop and glanced in the window. She was staring at me, mouth open. After a few flicks of the tongue behind my teeth I pulled out the stem and showed her that it was now knotted and then put it between my teeth, winked, and  got into my car and drove directly to my father’s office, tonguing that stem while I drove. 

I didn’t knock; I strolled right in, interrupting a phone call and ignoring the four other people sitting there with him at a conference table, one of them my brother.

Pop looked up at me and put his hand over the mouthpiece of the phone.

“Tia O’Connor? Make it happen,” I told him, dropping the knotted cherry stem into the trash can beside the table.

“On it,” he answered with a huge smile and then lifted his chin at Dario, my brother. Dare got up and cracked his knuckles. 

“Let’s go,” Dare said to Bruce, Gus, and Earl, who were all sitting there with him.

Later that night, Dare called me and told me he’d visited Greg O’Connor and told him the score. He walked in and told him Tom Ferrano was calling in his debt. If he didn’t have cash on the spot he was to hand over his daughter Tia, that Tia would be presented to Thomas Ferrano Jr. as potential marriage material and that if marriage didn’t happen she’d remain Ferrano property in order to clear his debt.  Dario had brought muscle with him, expecting resistance even though Pop told him not to bother.

O’Connor hadn’t even seemed all that surprised, according to Dare. Said he knew that my father wasn’t done with him yet and had a feeling this day would come. He said my father had warned a few weeks prior that Tia might be the payback for what’d happened back in the day, whenever and whatever that was. 

O’Connor told my brother it was almost a relief that the day had come, and that Tom had chosen to handle things this way because he’d been carrying around the worry for years. What the fuck? Piece of shit. Whatever the beef was between him and my pop, he wasn’t gonna even try to barter or fight for his daughter? What a sorry excuse for a father, for a man.

Of course, she was already mine in my head, so there was nothing he could do even if he had the money to pay the debt, but that the man wasn’t even trying? He’d get zero respect from me.

Dare thought it was funny that Pop had done this to get me married off and said he was surprised that I was going through with it. I shrugged it off, told him it was a means to an end. We joked about the fact that he’d be next. I’d seen Dare date plenty; he got a lot of female attention and had even been engaged already, but she’d broken his heart and in return he’d broken the jaw of the guy she was fucking as well as bankrupted the guy’s family’s business. Since then he was about as interested in settling down as I was. 

I saw Pop the next evening at dinner at his house with him, my two sisters, their families, and Pop’s wife, wife number four if I hadn’t lost count yet, and Pop told me on the side that he’d told O’Connor years back that he’d have his daughter someday. I tried to ask questions but got the brush off.

Why that son of a bitch didn’t leave the country to protect his little girl was beyond me. I mean, we had reach across borders, but if you’d at least tried to get out of his line of sight maybe you’d have somewhat of a chance of getting off his radar.  I knew O’Connor had left his kid to rot in foster homes right under my pop’s nose while he put cocaine up his own nose, while he repeatedly bet all his earnings on the horses and in card games, while he paid next to no attention to his kid whatsoever. Knowing Pop was threatening his little girl, how could he stay around here?

I didn’t know what the beef between Pop and O’Connor was about, but it had to be a pretty big beef for Pop to let a wound fester for years and then decide that the payment would come in the form of about 120 pounds of flesh. For whatever the reason was, I’d be getting that flesh in my hands right after she graduated from high school. It was all arranged. Dare would pick her up and deliver her to me.
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The SUV stopped in front of a gatehouse and when the gates opened, continued up a semicircle driveway to park in front of a gorgeous Tudor-style house. A mansion, really.  I clutched my purse close and when the SUV emptied, the Black, scary dude reached for my hand and helped me out. He gave me a little smile.  

Hm, not so scary, really.  Now that he’d smiled at me, he reminded me a little of Michael Clarke Duncan. The guy from the Green Mile isn’t scary, just misunderstood. Maybe this guy wasn’t scary.  The other two were scary, though. Burly Number Two from the back seat looked a tad like Lou Ferrigno, the Incredible Hulk. Burly One looked like a total criminal – Sopranos or Godfather henchman type – angry  dark eyes, uni-brow, deep acne scars on his cheeks. All three of them were imposing-looking men.  The blond driver in the front looked little less scary, but his attitude was scarier than all the other guys. He was in maybe his mid-20s and while he was extremely good-looking, wearing an expensive suit, he looked pissed off and impatient. He seemed like the one in charge.

The Michael Clarke Duncan-looking dude finished helping me out of the SUV and blond angry hot guy motioned for me to follow him. I did, dread filling me.  

I was on a gated property with several big, scary guys and I’d bet money they all carried guns.  The blond guy led me through a big foyer into a room down a long hallway and rapped on a door.

“Come in,” a man answered from the other side.

The three men waited in the hall while the blond guy opened the door and signaled for me to walk ahead of him. My heart felt like it was in my throat.

I was inside a large office with a man sitting behind a large executive-style desk. He had salt and pepper hair and light brown eyes. He was fit and handsome for his age, kind of George Clooney-ish. He wore a suit and had an air about him that said businessman or hot shot lawyer. But Dad said he was mafia, a mobster.

A guy in a mansion with all these thugs or whatever was buying debts from bookies? It didn’t add up. How big could Dad’s debt actually be? Who would front him more than a few hundred dollars on a poker game, knowing he wasn’t capable of earning much more than the minimum wage?

“Athena, I’m Thomas Ferrano. Call me Tom for now. Please sit.” He motioned toward a chair in front of his desk.

I sat. His name sounded familiar. His face sort of seemed familiar, too.

“Aren’t you lovely? You graduated high school today, I hear. Congratulations.” 

I stared at him. Words won’t form on my lips. 

His gaze narrowed.  “No need to be rude.”

I shook my head, “I’m not trying to be rude. I’m just a bit overwhelmed. Thank you.  For the congrats.”

He nodded, curtly. “Dario, get a bottle of water for Athena.” 

Angry hot blond guy nodded and left the room.

“So, I take it your father filled you in? Why don’t you tell me what he said to you, ah? He used to have an unfortunate habit of leaving out important facts. Maybe he still does.” 

Boy, did I know that.

Blond guy, Dario, returned quickly with a bottle of water and handed it to me, then left the office.

“Um thanks.” I took a sip. “I haven’t seen much of my father in years. He turned up today at my high school graduation and told me I had to be a marker for a few days so he could get money together to clear up a gambling debt.”

Thomas Ferrano laughed. “Interesting spin.”

My heart plummeted. Spin? If that wasn’t the truth, what was?

“Isn’t that the truth?” I asked, starting to tremble.

“Not exactly. Your father owes me a rather large debt, one I’m not sure he can ever actually repay.” He looked at me expectantly.

“Why am I here, then?”

“Let’s say you’ve been drafted.” He smirked.

Huh? 

“My son Tommy needs to get married. He hasn’t found Miss Perfect yet. Your father owes me a great deal. I’ve agreed to consider writing off the debt if my son decides you’re Miss Perfect.” 

I started to laugh. “Am I being punk’d?”

“Excuse me?” he asked and I knew, then, that he was serious.

“I don’t understand.” The room began to slowly turn.  I was white-knuckled, gripping the arms of the chair I sat in.

“Simple, really. As of now you are property of the Ferrano family.”

If my chin wasn’t touching the floor right now, it must be awfully close. Had I been transported back to the dark ages? I didn’t know what to say. I was totally and utterly gob smacked.

“So, I’ve arranged for you to be transported to Tommy’s home. There, you two can get acquainted and go from there, see if this is an amicable arrangement for him.”

For him? For him? 

“What?” I can’t fathom this. “No.” 

Don’t I have to agree to this? I don’t agree to this. He raised his index finger and his eyes narrowed. He took on a much more menacing look. “Listen carefully. This meeting, the one between you and my son, if it doesn’t go well it won’t bode well for your father and it may not bode well for you, either.  We have many options available for where you could go. I think you’d prefer ending up with my son over the alternatives. We’re a wealthy and powerful family so you could be in a much worse position, believe me. I’d advise you to cooperate. You’re in an enviable position, Athena. I’ll be seeing you soon. Tommy’s brother will drive you. Dario!”

Enviable? Was this man whacked in the head?

The door opened and Dario popped his head in.

“Take Athena to your brother. Athena, don’t be difficult. I wouldn’t advise it. It was nice to see you again. You’ve grown up to be a lovely girl. An almost dead ringer for your mother.” 

He gave me a big smile.  My blood ran cold. 

My mother?  This man knew my mother? See me again? When had he seen me before? This man was scary. The brother was scary. Their thugs or whatever they were -—really scary. Was I in the middle of the fricking dark ages or what? An arranged marriage to a mafia kingpin’s son to save my father’s life? This was nuts! If I was asleep, I wanted to wake up right now!

Dario led me back out to the SUV and two of the other guys got in, too. One had apparently opted out of this leg of the drive.  They thought they needed muscle to get me from point A to point B, evidently. Were they afraid I’d try to run? I didn’t know what the heck I was dealing with here so no, I wasn’t about to run now before sussing things out. I didn’t want to end up dead. I didn’t want Dad to end up dead.  

Did Dad really sell me out like this?  I mean, he was a lousy father, for sure, but did he really sell me to the mafia in exchange for payment of his old gambling debts? Not a marker. Not temporarily.  Sold, like chattel. Married off. No way. He was capable of a lot, but this? Surely not. This was North America and the 21st century. This kind of stuff didn’t happen.

I combed through my memory. The name Ferrano rang bells. Was he known in the city as a mafia guy? Where had I heard his name from? 

What might’ve been about ten minutes later, the SUV was pulling up in front of another set of gates.  The drive had been quiet, more sports, I figured out was soccer, on the radio and no talking other than a “Woo” and a “Yes!” in unison from angry driver, err Dario, and burly guy number two (number one had opted out) on what must’ve been a goa. It’d all been white noise to me due to my state of mind.

“Wait here,” Dario told me after getting past the gate and then he walked into the house alone. Me and the muscle sat in awkward silence.

My purse started ringing my ringtone for Ruby.

“Hand it over,” Burly two ordered gruffly, and I knew he meant business.

I took my cell phone out and handed it to him.
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Dare was inside my doorway, “I come bearing gifts. I deliver your bride.” 

He gave a gallant bow and then snickered.  I’d just gotten home and had known they’d be along soon. 

I rolled my eyes. “Fucking Pop.”

He laughed, leaning against the wall. “She’s a looker, bro. He did good.”

“Don’t look at my bride.” I punched his shoulder playfully. “And just you wait. I’m sure he’s lining up someone for you to marry next.”

“Since you’ll be head of the family, I think that means you get to pick
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