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Dante

WHEN THE DOUBLE DOORS swung open, I pushed the wheelchair carrying my bleeding wife, my own heart hammering against my ribs, a frantic pendulum swinging between hope and dread.

We knew her condition was critical, yet I clung to the desperate hope that I wasn’t a complete fucking curse.

I snapped out of my trance as nurses swiftly took charge, welcoming us and assuming control. Passing the front desk, they guided me to provide some essential information before they continued on with Manon, promising to return for me straight after.

I watched my wife being wheeled away, and in that moment, I realized my hands were trembling. I could barely fill out the forms.

Soon after I finished, they led me to a room where I put on a ridiculous green getup, complete with a white cap. Then, we headed for the surgical center.

Entering the room, I heard the anesthetist instructing Manon that she might feel some initial discomfort, but she needed to remain perfectly still for the epidural, even through the contractions.

“I’m right here, my love,” I declared, taking Manon’s hands.

She stared intently at me, squeezing my hands with all her strength as the procedures advanced and a green curtain was raised over her chest.

There was no other woman in the world I loved more than her; Manon was my great love, something I’d known the very instant I met her. We were made for each other—as my cousins used to say—and yes, we were like two souls destined to meet.

Now, I fought to stay steady and strong as I watched the frantic preparations for an emergency C-section. Within seconds, everything was ready, and the doctors announced they were beginning. Nothing would make me leave Manon’s side, but seeing the desperation in my wife’s eyes was tearing me apart, as if someone were crushing my heart in their fist.

“No matter what happens.” Manon’s soft, comforting voice brought me back, as she guided my hand over her chest. “Know that my heart has always belonged to you, and I will love you for eternity.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen, my love.” I squeezed her hand tenderly. “You are strong, exceptional, and a wonderful wife. You are the definition of a badass woman. We’ve faced so much together already, so don’t let negative thoughts take over. I love you more than anything in this fucking world.”

A smile lit up her face, though it was accompanied by fresh tears. I knew how much she loved to be praised, and I just wanted to comfort her. But the moment she raised her hand and stroked my cheek, I felt an overwhelming weight crash down on me.

“Promise me you’ll never stop being you, that you’ll keep alive the flame of the funny, kind man who won me over... Even in my absence.”

“Please, don’t say that. Don’t make me promise something I know I’ll break.”

The prospect of a life without her by my side was terrifying. Even faced with the gravity of her condition, it was something my mind refused to accept.

Manon didn’t insist; her understanding was one of the things that made me love her more each day.

Time in that place seemed to slide by with a strange, thick slowness as I held my wife’s hand even tighter. I braced myself for the most anticipated and feared moment of my life. Yet those minutes seemed to stretch into eternity.

Suddenly, a desperate cry filled the room, echoing as if our princess was reluctant to leave the warmth of her mother’s womb. An involuntary smile formed on my lips; I felt the immense weight lift from my shoulders. We had feared the outcome so much, but the delivery had happened without complication.

Tenderly, I kissed my wife’s lips and stood to watch from a distance as a nurse cut the umbilical cord, then swaddled our daughter in a delicate white blanket. She soon approached with the baby in her arms, and more tears fell from Manon’s eyes and mine. Fuck, I was so goddamn happy. I had become a father. But it also made me nervous.

Extremely fucking nervous.

And happy.

Fucking happy.

“What is she like?” Manon asked, her voice thick with emotion, and I looked at her with pride.

“Our daughter is perfect!” I proclaimed, watching a smile form on her face as a single tear escaped her eye.

Seconds later, I felt her hands slip from mine, and a wave of desperation washed over me as I heard the monitor’s alarm announce a cardiac arrest.

My heart froze.

My world collapsed right there.

“My love, please, don’t leave me. I’m begging you, I forbid you to abandon me here.” I hugged her, placed a kiss on her forehead, consumed by desolation.

“Sir, please, I need you to step back.” I heard a professional’s warning, but I stayed by her side.

“Stay with me, my love. We have our daughter to care for.” As soon as I finished speaking, our princess’s cry tore through the room, and my eyes sought her out.

I saw my daughter in the nurse’s arms, moving her little arms, agitated, as if she too felt the loss of her mother. It marked me deeply.

“Please, step aside so we can do our jobs,” insisted the same professional who was holding my baby.

I took my daughter into my arms and moved back a little. I covered my little girl with kisses as I watched the medical team’s efforts with the defibrillators, to no avail. A crushing impotence consumed me as I watched Manon slip away before my eyes.

The solemn echo of the heart monitor became a farewell song, each pause a whisper of a fate I refused to accept. Each electronic beep resonated like a painful stab, revealing the anguish consuming my soul as silent tears streamed down my face.

The continuous, flatline sound that followed was more deafening than any scream, marking the end of my wife’s life. In that same instant, I vowed to myself that I would never give my heart to another person, and that I would do everything to protect our princess from any unbearable pain.
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Maria Serena De Santis

6 Years Later

I WATCHED THE LANDSCAPE through the bus window, a flutter of anxiety in my stomach even as my heart brimmed with hope. Sicily, God willing, would be my new city.

A tight knot in my chest accompanied me for having left my mother, Eleonora, in Dona Rosaria’s care, but I understood it was necessary. I knew it was the only way to overcome the suffering that had haunted me since childhood, when painful memories had dug into my mind like sharp claws.

Those memories seemed carved in sharp detail in my mind. I remember vividly the day after my tenth birthday, when my father, drunk as so many times before, came home. That time, however, something changed.

I was in my room when the shouting echoed through the house after my mother refused one of his demands, sparking a heated argument. Insults and cries for help filled the air, piercing deep into my soul even when I tried to muffle them with my hands over my ears.

Curiosity and fear led me to peer through a crack in the wooden partition of our house, and there I witnessed something that filled me with terror.

That, however, was a memory I preferred to keep locked away, under seven keys, a story I would never dare share, especially because of what I did to protect my mother.

Not to mention I had always wanted more than to live in a small town, full of painful memories and devoid of prospects. After all, I was nineteen, and that was long enough to leave such a place. It wasn’t wrong to want achievements in life, was it? Besides, the purpose of a fresh start there went beyond my own ambitions.

I shut off my thoughts as the bus pulled into the station. After getting off, I waited for the driver’s assistant to hand me my suitcase from the luggage compartment. Meanwhile, I pulled from my pocket the address Dona Rosaria had handwritten on a piece of A4 paper.

I knew Sicily a little, as I attended university there. Someone had also been assigned to pick me up. Still, she’d insisted on writing it down, claiming she didn’t trust technology.

I appreciated her gesture immensely, as she was the only one who had stayed by my side after everything that happened. It was precisely when I needed it most that she took in me and my mother, offering us a safe home.

My father, with his devastating actions, had left my mother debilitated in a wheelchair, and me, still a child, to be raised.

I grew up surrounded by medication. I tried to erase from memory everything I had witnessed, while seeing a psychologist and being visited regularly by social workers. Little by little, I managed to suppress the painful memories and moved forward with my life. I dedicated myself to my studies and began my university journey. I promised myself I would never marry, afraid of reliving experiences similar to those I saw my mother suffer.

“Miss?” The young man’s soft voice snapped me out of my trance.

I saw him holding the retractable handle of my silver suitcase out toward me.

“Thank you,” I said with a half-smile.

He just nodded, without much fuss, and went back to the bus.

I took a deep breath. I felt the breeze of that dawn hit my face and jumped when my phone rang.

Pulling the device from my jeans pocket, I smiled seeing it was the number for Idalina’s house.

“Hello!” I greeted enthusiastically as I answered the call.

“Hello, my dear, have you arrived yet?” asked the lady. She was the owner of the house where I would stay until I found a little place of my own.

“I just arrived in Sicily,” I replied while admiring the landscape around me. The view of the sea, especially near the bus drop-off point, was truly breathtaking. The sun was breaking over the horizon, just before 6 a.m., tinting the water with shades of orange that seemed to dance under its first rays.

“One of my sons, Leonel, is on his way, but he had a bit of car trouble. Do you mind waiting a little?” Her voice conveyed worry.

“Of course not, Dona Idalina. It’s no trouble at all,” I wanted to reassure her. “I’ll be in the café next to the terminal. I’m starving.”

“Alright, my dear. I’ll let Leonel know.”

“Thank you, see you soon, Dona Idalina.”

“See you soon, my dear.”

After ending the call and putting my phone back in my jeans pocket, I dragged my wheeled suitcase across the street and into the café. The inviting aroma of fresh coffee hit my nostrils and my stomach growled in response.

I didn’t take long to choose one of the square tables, surrounded by chocolate-toned upholstered seats. While waiting for my order, I took the chance to go online and search for job opportunities for the next school year.

I couldn’t waste time, because if I didn’t get a job within two months—which would be during the summer holidays—I’d have to return to Pizzo. That would mean spending another year in that place full of bad memories I’d rather forget. The only good thing I had back in that town was Dona Rosaria.

I was distracted from my search when I inadvertently caught the conversation of two women, elegantly dressed in dark blazers and dress pants, entering the premises.

“The child will be six soon, and we’ll see how long he can keep her at home,” said one of them, with an air of evident frustration, as if she’d just come from an argument.

“The worst part is he genuinely believes homeschooling is the best choice,” added the other, in a tone of censure, as they headed toward the back and their voices became inaudible.

I was curious to understand the gist of that conversation, especially since it was clear someone opposed traditional school education.

Who, in the twenty-first century, still held such antiquated views?

I left my musings aside upon spotting the waitress, wearing a white apron with the café’s name embroidered in blue on the pocket, approaching. With deftness, she placed before me a plate neatly arranged with my order. Without hesitation, I lifted the cup containing unsweetened coffee with milk and took a small sip. While savoring the simple yet tasty slice of bread with ricotta, I redirected my attention to the job opportunities in my field of education I had searched for. I took the chance to apply for several of them.

After finishing my meal, I was surprised by the sound of the bell on the establishment’s main door. I soon recognized Leonel entering, as Dona Rosaria had shared a photo of her family with me. Even though it had been taken nearly a decade ago, the image still held distinctive features. His calm expression, the dark tone of his hair, and his penetrating gaze remained unchanged. Only his face was now adorned with a thick beard and his physique had become impressive.

I stood up with a smile on my face and walked toward him.

“Maria Serena?” he asked, and I nodded.

“But you can just call me Serena, please,” I requested, politely.

“As you wish,” he replied, laughing, giving a playful bow.

Then, we left the café and headed for Dona Idalina’s country house.

[image: ]

WHEN LEONEL ANNOUNCED we were arriving, I was met with the magnificent house, which stood out for its unique beauty. The surrounding garden was a paradise of colors and lush grass. It looked like one of those gardens from a soap opera.

Not to mention the road to get there was an island isolated from the city, full of woods and winding roads. For me, accustomed to a simple life devoid of luxuries, it was surprising to witness such magnificence gathered in one place.

The gate before us opened slowly, revealing the house’s old structure, very well preserved and immense.

“Everything here is stunning,” I commented, my eyes fixed on the window.

“Wait until you see the rocky part of the property, which meets the seaside slope, or the arm of the sea that forms a lagoon stretching across our land,” Leonel replied kindly. I turned my attention to him.

“I’m curious and hope I can explore those places soon.”

“It’s not hard to get there, but I should warn you that our land borders a section belonging to the D’Leones. They aren’t very friendly, and although there are kilometers of distance, it’s always good to stay away from them.”

“Well, as a teacher, I’m used to dealing with all kinds of people. I believe they won’t be any different,” I replied confidently.

He smiled in a restrained way, which suggested I was mistaken.

“Let’s just say they have a peculiar way of doing things.”

Although I didn’t fully understand the meaning behind Leonel’s words, I chose to drop the subject. However, I confess curiosity had taken root in my mind.

My attention was soon diverted to the gate, which opened completely. Leonel guided the car in silence, and I continued to observe the lush landscape around us. The house, in a cream color with a brown band encircling it, grew larger as we approached.

As soon as he parked the black Toyota, Dona Idalina appeared at the bottom of the staircase, wearing brown overalls dirty with soil. Dona Rosaria had mentioned to me that her sister loved gardening, which explained why it was so impeccable and lush.

As I got out of the vehicle, I watched her coming down the steps toward us with a warm smile on her face. Soon, I was enveloped in a heartfelt hug from my hostess.

“Welcome, my dear.”

“Thank you, but I promise I won’t take advantage of your hospitality.”

“You know you can stay as long as you need,” she replied, pulling away. Although I didn’t intend to prolong my stay there, I decided not to say anything, just smiled. “My sister, Rosaria, took care of you when... well, you know.” I nodded, grateful she didn’t bring up what happened in the past. “So you’re part of my family too.”

“You can call on me for anything you need, too,” offered Leonel, who was passing by with my suitcase.

I nodded at him and gave a genuine smile, then turned back to my hostess.

“I don’t know how to thank you.” I held her hands.

“You can start by just calling me Idalina.” She smiled warmly. “I’m not that old, even though Austin is already thirty. I don’t consider myself old at forty-five. I was a mother at almost your age, my dear. I love each of them, but don’t do the same thing I did. You have to enjoy life, as I always tell my children.”

“Alright, Idalina,” I replied, cheerful in a way with that introduction. “And don’t worry, I have no intention of marrying so young, or for many years to come.”

I forced a smile so I wouldn’t show how delicate that subject was for me. After everything I witnessed in my mother’s marriage, the word matrimony was something that terrified me, truly.
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Serena

AS WE ENTERED THE SUMPTUOUS living room, I found two men settled on the sofa, deep in conversation over coffee.

The first thing that struck me about them was the darkness of their attire and their hair, which shared a singular intensity. The only notable distinction between them was their pale skin.

One of them, having just ended a phone call, turned his scrutinizing gaze first to me and then to Leonel, but remained silent. The other individual, however, flashed a mocking grin as he stared at who I assumed was his brother.

They were clearly already aware of my arrival.

“Need help with the bags, brother? Your eyes look like they’re about to pop out of your head,” he asked, laughing.

“I bet you have more women to text back than you have patience to bother me, Romeo,” Leonel retorted.

“He volunteered to fetch her. Let him finish the job,” interjected the other, whose aura was more serious.

“Austin, go help your brother!” Idalina scolded.

“It’s not necessary, Mamma. They have nothing better to do, so they’re trying to disturb my peace. Something they clearly know nothing about.”

The easy banter between the brothers drew a laugh from me before Idalina steered me toward them.

“This is my eldest son, Austin,” she introduced.

With a serious look in his eyes, he extended his hand, and I promptly shook it.

“The intelligent one,” he stated.

I nodded in agreement, and soon the third man stood up, reaching his arm out toward me.

“Romeo, the handsome one,” he added.

“What he meant to say was, the useless one,” Austin teased.

I couldn’t help but laugh at their relaxed dynamic. I imagined that, being so attractive, they were surely considered quite a catch by the young women in town.

“Boys!” Idalina reprimanded, already guiding me to move on as they continued their bickering in the living room.

Idalina made a point of showing me every room in the house, and there were plenty. With pride, she revealed that each of her sons occupied two spaces, converted into personal offices.

This closeness pleased the matriarch, who saw it as a guarantee of keeping them always nearby. Respecting their privacy, I avoided asking about their professional activities; I preferred to remain discreet, aware of my place.

Soon after, she showed me the room where I would be staying on the second floor. It was large, much larger than I had imagined when Rosaria told me her sister lived in Sicily and could host me. At first, I refused, but I eventually gave in, as it was the only way I could get a chance to leave that place.

Not to mention I was already familiar with the city, as it was where I was doing my undergraduate degree. But I was on break, both from studies and from teaching, so I would use this time to look for a job in my professional field.

I pushed the thoughts aside and focused on the room. It had a double bed, an extensive wardrobe built into the wall, and a mirror near the window, from where I could see the entire entrance to the estate.

This would be my place until I got settled. I liked the feeling of fullness that enveloped me. It was as if my life was only just about to begin. Something told me I would find a job in Sicily.

Then Idalina, very thoughtfully, said she would ask the cook to bring lunch forward so I could have a decent meal, claiming she didn’t like the food served in bakeries. Well, I guess she and Rosaria have a lot in common. I agreed and said I would get settled in the room.

As soon as she nodded and withdrew, I didn’t waste any time unpacking all my things from the suitcase and organizing them in the wardrobe. I also set aside a pair of leggings and a little black top to wear after my shower. I didn’t linger in the shower either, and as soon as I was done, I threw myself onto the bed—incredibly soft and fragrant—and called Mrs. Rosaria to let her know I had arrived.

“I hope my sister didn’t scare you,” she commented midway through our conversation.

“No, actually, you should have told me she had a mansion and that she was rich,” I chided her in a friendly tone, and heard her laughter echo from the other end of the line.

“Oh, my dear, if I had told you, you wouldn’t have gone, thinking you were taking advantage, isn’t that right?”

“Exactly!” I affirmed. The truth was, I never would have imagined that Mrs. Rosaria, who had a simple house—though better than the one I lived in—would have a sister so well-off.

“Well then, I did the right thing,” she continued. “When we use a lie for good, it’s justified.”

“Mrs. Rosaria, only you would say something like that,” I remarked, laughing. “And my mother? How is she?” I changed the subject.

“She’s the same. We’re getting a bit of sun before lunch.”

“Well, I think that’s already a big step forward,” I wanted to believe it, because every time we tried to do something different, she would get agitated in her wheelchair and wouldn’t stop until she was back inside the house.

“It certainly is, my dear. She must sense that you’re happy, well, and in good hands.”

“Tell her I sent a kiss, and as soon as I’m settled, I’ll come back to get you both.”

“I’ll tell her, but don’t worry. I’ll take care of her.”

“I know you will. That’s what gives me peace.”

“I’ll let you go now, dear. I think your mother wants to come inside.”

“Okay, I love you both so much. Talk soon.”

“We love you too. See you soon.”

I ended the call and pressed the phone to my chest. Just the thought of being far from that place made a feeling of freedom wash over my entire body.
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Dante

I PUSHED OPEN THE MANSION’S imposing doors to make way for my daughter and my sister, who was visiting.

Gently, I guided Sofia inside, feeling her small hand hold mine with tender firmness. Despite the anger consuming me at that moment, I fought not to let any of it show to my darling little princess.

As we moved forward, I noticed the agile presence of Adalgisa appear in the hall, simultaneously adjusting the white uniform at her waist and tucking a strand of gray hair behind her ear. Then she crossed her arms elegantly behind her back and watched us attentively.

I held a special feeling for her, as she had worked for me since the time of my late wife’s pregnancy and had closely followed Sofia’s growth. Adalgisa even claimed my daughter was like a granddaughter to her and that she would only leave my house upon retiring—an event that wouldn’t happen for at least another decade.

Upon reaching the spacious living room, I halted my step and crouched down to Sofia’s level. Carefully, I tucked a lock of her brown, almost copper-colored curls—a trait from her great-grandmother, Lizze—behind her delicate ear. I gazed into her honey-colored eyes, full of sweetness.

“Go play in the playroom, Sofia, with Adalgisa. I’ll call you for lunch later, princess,” I murmured softly.

“Okay, Daddy,” she replied in her angelic voice.

I left a soft kiss on her forehead and watched her skip off toward the housekeeper. Her pink dress swayed as she climbed the stairs, humming cheerfully, accompanied by Adalgisa. I watched her proudly as she amused herself with her little song.

“You’re an amazing father,” Bella said, pulling me from my thoughts.

Instantly, my expression closed off and my gaze turned to her, full of fury.

“Are you happy now?” I asked, my voice resonating with contained rage. “Are you pleased with all that commotion Sofia was forced to witness?”

“And you really believe that I”—she pointed a finger at herself and let out a disbelieving laugh—“was the one who caused that pathetic scene those cows provoked?”

“Of course I do!”

“Oh, my God! This is even worse than Mama predicted,” she muttered, visibly frustrated. “I only wanted to help, can’t you see that?”

“Your help is not needed, much less requested.”

“Yet, dear brother, that is a word that seems not to exist in your vocabulary.”

With a heavy sigh, I strode resolutely to the cellar. I grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured myself a generous glass. In one swift motion, I emptied it, a failed attempt to drown out the impertinent words of those women. Who did they think they were to dictate my behavior? Especially when it came to my daughter’s upbringing. My daughter, damn it!

For years on end, I had cared for Sofia, protecting her from everything and everyone, and now they thought they could decide her path simply by pressuring me to send her to school? They made a mistake thinking I was someone to be confronted.

I added another splash to my drink and then turned to face Isabella, now seated on the sofa. I approached her, watching as she tucked her fiery red hair behind her ear.

“Sofia needs social interaction, brother,” she began, adopting a gentle tone.

“She doesn’t fully understand her own needs.”

“Exactly, that’s your responsibility.”

“My duty is to protect her and show her all my love.”

I sat on the sofa opposite Isabella, who sighed resignedly, crossed her legs, and smoothed her black dress over her body. She knew this conversation would only serve to make me angrier.

“It’s been six years since Manon died. When are you going to move on?”

“That matter is private and none of your business. You have no right to interfere.” Touching that subject was something I would never allow. It was like poking a wound that refused to heal.

“She is my niece, therefore, I do have the right.” Bella raised her voice.

“Be thankful I allow your visits, but I must remind you I can change my mind at any time.”

My sister huffed and chose not to prolong that conversation, aware that more debate would result in her being sent back to France, where she had her own family to care for, including a son nearly the same age as Sofia.

“Fine, let’s not argue anymore. I don’t want to turn my stay here into an all-out war with you,” she conceded, acting correctly, as my patience was one step from running out and she was aware of it, since she was studying me nonstop. “But it would be good if you looked for a school to enroll her in.”

“I’m already taking care of it; I intend to educate her at home and I’m looking for a suitable tutor.”

“I imagine you’re doing splendidly at that,” she said with irony, letting out a disdainful laugh. “Since I arrived three days ago, I’ve seen eight candidates leave your office in tears.”

“I’m looking for someone capable of teaching a D’Leone.”

“Remember she is also a Santoro and carries their blood. If she takes after our mother a bit, well, you know Signora Giulia.”

“It’s not Mamma’s blood I worry about.”

“Well, you should. I don’t know how she hasn’t snatched Sofia from this house.”

“She knows that if she does, she’ll lose not only her granddaughter but her son as well!”

Isabella sighed and then stared at me.

“You are complicated, brother. Sometimes I think I’m the older one, even though I’m so many years younger than you.”

“That’s what you think, Isabella. Did you not notice the mess your own engagement was? But that’s the past, and what I need is to think about my daughter’s future.”

“Why not leave it to me?”

“To you?” I said with sarcasm.

“Yes, you imbecile. To me, your beloved sister. Unless...” She looked at me deeply, “...you’d prefer those two hags to stay on your back.”

“I know what you’re trying to do, and blackmail doesn’t fucking work on me.”

“It’s not blackmail. I’ve found an excellent tutor. Because, from what I see, your approach with the first question seems to intimidate the candidates.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Every woman I called for an interview trembled upon seeing me, as if looking at the devil himself—perhaps they were. However, as much as I was reluctant to admit it, Isabella was correct. Besides, I only had until the start of the school year—less than two months away—to find a damn tutor.

“You have until the weekend. If you haven’t made a choice by then, I’ll do it my way!” I declared firmly, which made her smile, but I quickly erased it with my next words: “And even after your choice, I need to approve. My word is always final.”

“Understood. You won’t regret it, brother.”

“I doubt that.” It was rare for me not to regret giving Isabella a bit of leeway in my house. However, for now, I decided to trust her. I stood up, walked away without looking back, and announced, “I’ll be back for lunch.”

I needed to get my thoughts in order, and there was only one place that brought me peace, a place I visited every day since I lost Manon.

Arguing with my sister only made me angrier, and if it were up to me, Sofia would never leave this house.

My daughter didn’t need to see the cruelty that existed beyond the mansion’s doors, let alone inside a school.
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CHAPTER 4
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Dante

I TOOK A FOUR-WHEELER and rode across my property for a few miles before parking it under a stand of trees.

I killed the engine and followed a trail on foot. I sat down under a tree and leaned my back against the trunk. I closed my eyes and breathed in the fresh air. Soon, the memory of my late wife, smiling spontaneously, surfaced in my thoughts.

Manon was the most incredible woman I’d ever known. There was no such thing as a gray day; she always smiled that enchanting smile and treated life like a gift.

So many years had passed since her death, and I wondered when I would ever get over it. What comforted me was that the fruit of our love had her same smile and her same eyes.

Suddenly, when I returned to reality from my trance, I spotted, about two hundred meters away on the other side of the lake, a young figure standing motionless, her eyes fixed on the water as if she were about to commit to a courageous leap. Then I watched her take a few steps back, putting some distance between herself and the lake’s edge.

It couldn’t be true that this young woman was about to jump... I’d barely finished the thought when she did just that.

“Perfect, just what I wanted to cap off my day! What the hell, goddammit!” I thought aloud, furious as the crazy girl plunged into the water.

I tore across the ground and when I got near where she’d been, I jumped into the water. I swam toward her and was thankful the lunatic had jumped into the narrow part of the lake, which made it easier for me to reach her.

As soon as I got to her, I grabbed her with a precise motion, struggling to keep hold as she thrashed wildly in my arms.

“Could you just stay still? Your flailing isn’t helping a damn thing,” I barked, burning with irritation.

“I don’t need your help,” she snarled back.

“Oh, you don’t?” I shot back sarcastically. “So you think killing yourself is the solution?” I let her go, staring at her coldly. “Believe me, I’ve thought it plenty of times. And honestly, coming from someone as young as you, this kind of... childish attitude doesn’t surprise me.”

“I wasn’t going to kill myself!”

“You looked pretty damn convincing,” I countered, focusing on her intently.

“A woman can’t want to go for a swim?” she asked as if she owned the truth.

“Not in the clothes you’re wearing,” I retorted, casting a critical glance at her black top.

“And I suppose the correct option would be to swim in my underwear and bra, is that it?” she huffed, her tone lightly sarcastic.

“Clearly the child has never heard of a swimsuit.” I didn’t let it slide.

At that moment, I knew my words had infuriated her, given the lethal glare I got in return.

Without adding another word, the young woman got out of the water and walked off with purpose.

“Ungrateful!” I shouted so she could hear.

“Buzzkill,” she tossed back in the same tone, walking away without a backward glance.
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I RETURNED TO THE MANSION soaked, thanks to that crazy girl who’d made me wade into the water to rescue her.

As I opened the imposing front door, I found Sofia settled on the living room sofa, comfortably nestled in Aunt Isabella’s lap, looking enchanted by the story being told.

“The Big Bad Wolf came upon the defenseless Little Red Riding Hood, all alone and vulnerable...” My sister abruptly stopped speaking as she looked up, surprised by my arrival.

My daughter promptly sat up on the sofa, her small, curious eyes analyzing me.

“What happened, Daddy?” my little princess inquired, while Isabella also studied me meticulously from head to toe, stifling a laugh.

“Nothing, sweetheart. Don’t worry. Okay?” I answered affectionately. “I just wanted to cool off a bit.”

At that, Bella couldn’t contain her laughter, letting it out louder than I expected, because although it was summer, the temperatures weren’t exactly high enough to warrant cooling off.

When I shot her a look, reprimanding her behavior in front of my daughter, she immediately wiped the smile off her face.

“I made a list with a few...”

“I’m not in the headspace for that,” anticipating what she’d say, I cut her off before she could bring up that subject near Sofia. “Pick one and only call me when you’ve decided.”

“Alright. I just didn’t think you trusted me that much.”

“And I shouldn’t?” I looked at her firmly as I approached the two of them.

“You should. You won’t regret it.”

“I hope not.” I stopped in front of Sofia and planted a kiss on her head. “I’m going to take a shower. I’ll see you at the table for dinner.”

“Okay, Daddy,” she replied.

I nodded and walked away. As I climbed the stairs toward my room, I heard Isabella resume the story.

In my room, I got out of my soaked clothes and stepped into the shower. Under the water, the figure of that strange girl invaded my thoughts. I was intrigued by who she was. I couldn’t recall any local resident with a daughter her age, let alone a redheaded one.

I shook my head. It was none of my business; she was clearly just a young woman on vacation at some relative’s house. Besides, I had more important things to occupy my mind than some girl who was almost half my age, dammit!

Annoyed by these thoughts, I got out of the shower, got dressed, and then went down for lunch.
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CHAPTER 5

[image: ]




Serena

A MIX OF ADRENALINE and anger was bubbling inside me.

Jumping into the sea had always been a childhood dream, inspired by adventure-filled movies where fearless characters leapt from incredible heights. Seeing that tranquil, almost crystal-clear lagoon before me was like an irresistible invitation. So, without a second thought, I surrendered to the impulse and jumped, eager to feel the water all around me. I just hadn’t expected my moment to be shattered in such a brutal way.

I was furious about it.

Damn it, that was my moment!

I’d needed that. Frustration made me stomp hard on the ground as I followed the short trail back to the house. With every step, I repeated to myself that I was a balanced person and shouldn’t lose control so easily.

Years of therapy, of conversations with my psychologist, had just dissolved like dust.

Who did he think he was, judging me like that, as if he could read my most intimate thoughts and intentions? How could he assume I’d meant to harm myself? Even if my life wasn’t some fairy tale of happiness, especially after everything that happened with my family, the idea of taking my own life was so far from my mind it bordered on absurd.

Besides, Leonel, with his usual calm, had assured me the part of the lagoon I’d jumped into held no risks—no rocks or dangerous depths. But the arrogance of that intruder, bold enough to interfere with my moment of freedom, disturbed my inner peace more than the nightmares themselves.

I shook my head vigorously, trying to dispel the unsettling memory, and wrapped my arms around myself as I reached the farmhouse, where I spotted the Baroni brothers gathered on the doorstep. The scene seemed frozen, as if a heated debate had been abruptly cut off the moment they noticed my arrival.

“Looks like you’re already getting familiar with the Sicilian climate,” Romeo said, breaking the silence with his usual playful tone—something I’d already noticed he used often.

“What happened to you?” asked Austin, the family’s eldest, with a look of concern as his eyes swept over me.

“Didn’t imagine you’d actually jump in the lagoon when you asked where it was,” Leonel chimed in casually, barely suppressing a smile, which prompted muffled laughter from the others.
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