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DEDICATION


For every girl who wants a man who will do anything for her. That is love. And it can be a dangerous thing.
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I didn’t want him to become one of them. But for him, there was no other option.

-Gia
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Gia

That Man
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I KNEW HE WAS WATCHING ME, but I pretended I didn’t notice as I wiped the table of the crumbs from the last customers at Giavanna’s.

The pizza parlor was named after my mother. And I was named after her. My mother loved pizza, but mostly, she loved her family. Giavanna’s was the one place where everyone could fit, everyone could belong.

And I have a big family.

I took a step back and inspected the table before leaning in to straighten the menu, flip it over so the family specials were facing out.

No one else would notice. 

But I would know.

I felt uber self-conscious as I leaned over, the white V-neck tee I was wearing giving him a decent view down my shirt. Normally, I wouldn’t think twice about a guy looking at me, but that man made me blush in a way that made me feel like I was still in high school.

At twenty-two I found it hard to be fazed by anything anymore. I was desensitized. Growing up with the internet, the not-so-great public school a couple blocks away, and the stuff my family was involved with...

I was surprised anything could make me feel this way.

I gathered the dishes piled on the corner of the table and gave it one last wipe before hanging the rag on my apron and heading to the back of the restaurant.

His eyes burned my skin, my skirt feeling shorter than normal as it rode up while I walked. My hands shook under the dishes.

Why did he make me feel this way?

I made it to the kitchen, putting the heavy stack of plates down in the extra-large sink. It was empty. The dish washer had already gone home. I leaned over to grab the sponge, preparing to wash the remaining plates. I didn’t want somebody else to have to clean up after me in the morning.

Everyone had already gone home, including the ten-person party I had just pocketed a healthy tip from. Everyone was gone.

Everyone except him.

He was here all the time.

Every Friday night.

I never asked him what he did during the day, or what he did all week. But I knew where to find him on Fridays.

Here.

With me.

The water rushed over my hands as I rinsed the dishes and set them in the sanitizer. Why was I thinking about him? And why was he here? Good food... or something else?

Was he still in the dining room?

Would he still be here when I finished?

He was a mystery.

A tall, dark-haired, dark eyed mystery.

He gave us Italians a run for our money.

He had a sweet face, but something about him seemed dangerous. Maybe it was the tattoos I saw crawling up his neck and on his forearms. Or the constant five o’clock shadow sculpting his face. Or the disheveled that still looked so silky and thick I wanted to run my hands through it every time I saw him.

My thoughts made me blush.

I was taking out the first dish from the sanitizer when the lights flickered. I screeched and let the plate slip from my hand, crashing to the floor.

Everything went dark.

I heard the doors swing open a moment later, and I turned toward the sound, backing into the edge of the sink, the lip digging into the small of my back.

Steps made their way toward me in the silence, and I held my breath in anticipation. The crush of porcelain under boots touched my ears. I could hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears.

A hand gently grabbed my side and that’s when I nearly fainted.

“Who are you?” I asked breathlessly.

The hand held me securely. I was too stunned to move. My heart hammered rhythmically inside my chest. I felt like I had run a marathon, trying to catch my breath.

I fought the instinct to run. Something about the gentle way he held me told me I wasn’t in danger. I tried to stay calm.

“Are you alright?” a deep voice asked above my head.

I sighed against him. I knew that voice. It was him.

Joe.

“I heard a crash when the lights went out. Did you get hurt?”

He didn’t move away as he asked, intently holding my body in his hands.

“I’m ok,” I breathed.

In the quiet kitchen, naked without even the sound of the refrigerator buzzing, he must have heard me.

His hand tightened on my waist.

I should have pushed him away, reprimanded him, told him not to touch me. But I didn’t.

Didn’t want to.

“You sure?” he asked again. “That sounded like a plate. No cuts?”

“I’m alright. I just dropped it on the floor. I don’t know why the electricity cut out.”

“Not paying your bill?” he joked.

He removed his hand that curved perfectly around my waist. I felt bereft at the loss. I didn’t know him at all, and yet- he was familiar.

Safe.

He had been living rent-free in my head for so long, it only made sense for him to now be so close. 

Natural.

“Here,” he said, reaching for my hand in the dark. “Let’s see if we can fix it.”

His hand was warm against my still wet skin.

“Wait,” I said, pulling away. 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

“It’s not that,” I responded.

A pale light brightened the black and white checkered floor, and I realized Joe turned on his phone. Where had I left mine? On the island? I wiped my hand dry on my apron and searched for his barely illuminated hand again.

At least I wasn’t alone.

“Ok, let’s go,” he said. “We should lock the front door. Don’t want anyone wandering in with the lights blacked out like this. Could he dangerous.”

I hummed in agreement, happy when he gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Why didn’t you take out your phone before?” I asked as we walked toward swinging doors that led to the dining room.

“I wasn’t sure if you were alone.”

“You thought someone was in here with us?” I asked warily. 

He didn’t answer.

“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

He left my side, and I was smothered in darkness once again. I should have stopped to look for my phone.

I counted my breaths in a steady rhythm while I waited for him to come back. I was a five again, sitting in the corner of my room waiting for my papà to stop fighting with the other man.

If I didn’t breathe too loudly, didn’t make a sound, the man would go away. But I don’t remember him going away. Not without taking my mother’s life with him.

Something touched my arm and I screeched, flailing away from it.

“It’s me, Gia,” Joe said. “Didn’t you see me coming?”

I hadn’t realized my eyes had closed.

“No, I- I don’t like the dark,” I admitted, breathing heavily.

I let him take my sweaty palm in his. He didn’t complain.

“Can you take me to the breaker box?” he asked.

I nodded and led the way.

***
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WE STOOD IN FRONT OF THE metal unit filled with switches and only the light of Joe’s phone to illuminate it. For a moment, he tested things out, flipping the controls back and forth.

Still the lights didn’t turn on.

Then he asked if I had a toolbox.

I didn’t have anything.

But I knew where my papà kept his.

I led him to the office.

It was a slight room off the kitchen, not much to write home about. There was a comfortable leather chair and an expensive mahogany desk that had no business being in a pizza place. Most surfaces were littered with receipts and leather folios. There was a locked filing cabinet on the side.

“Here,” I said, lugging a toolbox in the dark and dropping it on the floor.

“Ow!”

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” I said, grabbing at him blindly. His torso was hard as a rock.

He laughed.

“I’ll only joking. These are steel toe boots. I didn’t feel a thing. Come on, let’s go back. Take this.”

He handed me his phone with the flashlight turned on. It felt like gold in my hand.

Now was my chance to find out more about him. What was Joe’s last name? What social media was on? How much older was he than me?

He seemed so much more... experienced, but still he looked youthful.

My family was 100% Italian but somehow, I don’t even remember visiting Italy except vague recollections as a child; the smell of the lemon trees and tomato sauce, the fresh air and the breeze.

Other than those distant memories of my grandparent’s home, I had never been outside the country. Not even very far down the road.

My papà was exasperatingly protective. Every time I reminded him that I was a grown woman, he would change the subject. 

I almost forgot I was holding Joe’s hand until he squeezed mine. I wasn’t used to being this close to anyone, but it felt so natural with him.

“You sure you’re ok?”

“Uh huh.”

Following the light of the phone, I watched as Joe picked up the toolbox with one hand like it was a feather and took my hand in his other.

I would have to spy on his phone later.

I led the way back to the storage closet, glad there was nothing obstructing the way.

“You’re only at fifty percent battery,” I told him. “I should go grab mine.”

“No. Stay here with me,” he said.

I looked at him in the dark, the light barely illuminating his face. He looked even more mysterious than usual. And yet, when I held his hand, I felt completely secure.

“Ok,” I said.

I couldn’t say anything else.

I couldn’t imagine arguing with Joe.

He took the phone and rummaged around in the toolbox before taking out a flathead screwdriver and some painter’s tape. He handed me back the phone.

“Don’t worry, this won’t take long,” he assured me.

I can’t even pretend I knew what he was doing while he rummaged around in the box. I saw him remove one of the breakers, put some tape on it, and trade it out with another.

He flipped the switch and suddenly, the lights turned back on. It caught me by surprise, but I speedily clicked on the Facebook app on his phone.
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