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Holt

London

Past

I DON’T MUCH CARE FOR the night. Even here, in this posh Kensington neighborhood, there are still some frightening alleyways.

Not as frightening as the place I was born, Dark Heights Borough, but still, I feel afraid.

Of course, I’d never tell any of my friends that. If I did, they’d laugh at me. In Dark Heights Borough, you don’t solve fear with a hug, only with a beating, to learn that “men don’t cry.”

I take a few more steps, drawing closer to the houses of the rich, and feel a blade of icy air slice across my face.

It doesn’t help that my coat is threadbare and that winter is just around the corner. In five days, according to Mum.

Every year I ask when “he” arrives, because I never remember the exact date.

It’s not that I like winter. Quite the opposite, but it’s close to Christmas, and I saw on TV the other day that at Christmas, miracles happen.

I need one: to grow much faster than my friends and be able to work to earn money to put food on the table.

I think if Mum and my little brother could eat twice a day instead of just once, they’d stop sneezing so much. They’re both sick all the time.

As I walk, the streetlights play a kind of game of color and shadow on the pavements.

Dark. Light.

Scary. Not too scary.

I’m getting closer and closer to “that house.” A very beautiful one, which I was lucky enough to find just once.

An elderly woman was going inside just as I was passing.

First, she looked at me with fear. I think she thought I wanted to steal something.

I’ve never stolen anything in my life, not even when my stomach aches with hunger, but from the look on her face, that’s exactly what she thought.

I just stopped walking and stared at her.

The weather was strange that afternoon, about to rain, and at the exact moment she looked at me, a flash of lightning lit up the sky.

She smiled because I didn’t flinch, not even then. Did she think I was afraid of the rain?

I don’t know, but then she spoke.

“You’re very small to be so brave.”

I don’t much like talking, not to strangers or to people I know, but I wanted to say something so she wouldn’t leave, because I saw she was holding a bag with bread in it.

“I’m brave because I’m the son of the Lord of Thunder. I’m a thunderbolt in the shape of a boy,” I said.

She had no way of knowing that I don’t know my father and have no idea if he’s really the Lord of Thunder.

“Ah, now I understand. You are a very strong thunderbolt! And what are you doing lost on this street, Thunder?”

Thunder. I liked that.

Thunderbolts are powerful, and I didn’t want to be weak.

I didn’t answer because I was ashamed to tell the truth of what I was doing there: that I’d left the house because I was so hungry.

But I think she saw me looking at the bread because she made a strange face, as if she were sad. Then she asked:

“Do you want one?”

“Only if you want to give it to me,” I replied.

“Wait here,” she requested.

She went inside and when she returned, she offered me a whole sandwich, with cheese and ham inside.

I ate half and saved the other part for Mum. The lady gave me one of the loaves and some bananas to take home.

We ate for two days.

Today, when I came, I was hoping to have the same luck, but as I get close enough, I notice the house looks dark, as if no one lived there anymore.

“What are you doing there, boy?” I hear a man’s voice ask.

I look back and see it’s a guard.

“Nothing. I just wanted to know why the house is dark. The lady who lives here is my friend.”

“Was. Mrs. Conveint passed away.”

“Died?”

I think ‘passed away’ is the same as died, yes, but it doesn’t hurt to confirm.

“That’s what I said, why?”

“Nothing,” I say, embarrassed, and start back the way I came. “I just wanted to tell her ‘thank you very much.’” I lie, because I would have thanked her, but I also would have been very happy to get more bread.

“Thank you very much for what?”

The loud crack of thunder startles me, which is strange, because it didn’t even look like it would rain today.

I look up and wonder if it was Mrs. Conveint, up in heaven, who told them to let one loose to say “hello” to me.

“I wanted to tell her ‘thank you very much’ for reminding me that I’m a powerful thunderbolt.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]




Holt

Las Vegas – Nevada

I’M THE KIND OF GUY who clings to plans.

When you’re born into the world I was, you don’t have a choice.

“Going with the flow” is for people who can afford it. For the privileged, the ones with stability and, most importantly, a safety net for when they fall. In my world, I’m my own hero.

Sure, I have friends, and they’re as important to me as my own blood, but I learned never to dump my responsibilities on anyone else.

“Need a break, son?” asks my head trainer, Stanley, who also happens to be the same man who trains my four friends—Knight, Ace, Diavolo, and Alessio.

He has several assistants, and depending on which of us five has a fight coming up, he gives his exclusive attention to one or the other. Right now, he’s focused on me, since I’ll be competing for the middleweight belt soon.

I started fighting later than most of my friends. I was more concerned with survival. Discovering I had a talent for not just fighting in the octagon, but staying undefeated, was a surprise that pulled me out of extreme poverty.

I don’t have money problems anymore, and when I get the belt I want so badly—and I have no doubt it’s coming—I’ll lock down lifetime contracts, just like Knight did. Though the ones I have now would already let me live like a rich man forever.

Still, I always want more. The hunger and thirst I feel to reach the top, the peak of the food chain, seems endless. No matter how far I go, I always need to prove to myself that I’m good and that I deserve to be where I’ve landed.

The other day, I watched an interview where a billionaire, born with a silver spoon in his mouth, said that “money isn’t everything.”

It’s clearly a line that can only be uttered by someone who grew up among the elite, who never had to visit the back of restaurants to see if a kind employee would give them the leftovers that would feed me, my brother, and my mom.

Rich people don’t worry about money because they’ve always had it at hand. For them, it’s a given. The poor person, living always on the edge, values every meal on the table. The chance to buy shoes in the cold winter months and have a bed to sleep in.

“No,” I finally answer Stanley. “I never get tired. I’m immortal and indestructible.”

He shakes his head and smiles. Stanley is the closest thing any of us have to a father. The only one of us who still has his dad alive is Alessio. Other than that, our trainer, who could easily be a grandfather to us since we’re all between twenty-five and thirty, serves as the paternal figure—whether to kick our asses and toughen our minds for fights, or to chew us out when we get into “action” outside the ring, which is frequent.

Knight is calmer now. His last big brawl outside the octagon was related to Dakota, at a club, because now he’s a tamed man.

“I don’t know how the state of Nevada... No, actually, I don’t understand how the universe contains the ego of each one of you.”

An hour later, muscles still aching from training and after a shower and massage, I’m inside the penthouse I just bought.

Alessio is asking the contractor questions while I look around, unable to believe that all of this—a property over five hundred square meters—is really mine.

It’s the first time I’ll be moving into something I own. As soon as I started making real money, I moved into a nice apartment, but I refused to buy it—a smaller property—until I had the money to get one with all the luxuries I wanted. I rented a couple more since then, but now, finally, here I am.

“I like all this fucking gray. Don’t know why I didn’t think of it when I bought my house,” Alessio says, walking over.

“Because you let your mom interfere with the decor.”

“If she hears you talking like that, she’ll cut your balls off with scissors.”

“No doubt, and I wouldn’t say it in front of her because your mom is wonderful, but you know there are too many knick-knacks in your house. According to the architect I hired, when I said I didn’t like a bunch of small shit scattered on the furniture, it’s because I prefer the ‘minimalist’ style.”

“So pretentious.”

“Mr. Blackshadow,” the head contractor says, “can we have a word?”

“You can speak in front of him.” I tilt my head toward Alessio.

I have no secrets from my friends. Well, almost no secrets. There’s one small, dirty, and very inappropriate one I keep from the four of them, and her name is Donatella Andresano, Alessio’s cousin.

I found out today that she’s coming back to Vegas, and it’s a godsend that my renovation will finish just a few days before she arrives, because Alessio told me she’ll be staying at his house.

I don’t need to see that fine ass parading in front of me. Donatella is a combination of beauty and personality I’ve never encountered in a girl before.

She only has two flaws.

She seems to detest me, and she’s the cousin of one of my best friends.

Even if that wouldn’t destroy my friendship with Alessio—which it could—the Italian girl hated me at first sight, maybe because when she met me, I was coming out of a club bathroom with one of my “partners” at the time.

“Partner” is a cute name for “the girl of the night,” and it’s Dakota, Knight’s wife, who refers to them that way.

Donatella, who spent about a month here a while back, made it clear what she thinks of our lifestyle when it comes to women.

I was only around during her first extended stay in Vegas, and even then, I can count on one hand how many times we crossed paths. I know she came for some weekends too, but I was always traveling on those occasions.

“We’re going to have a delay with the work.”

“What?” Alessio and I ask almost in unison.

“Part of the material to finish your master suite hasn’t arrived. We’re also missing a lot of finishings for the kitchen.”

“Fuck!” I run a hand through my hair, irritated.

I look at Alessio and see on his face what he’s thinking. He doesn’t want me in the same property as his cousin.

“How long until the rest of the material arrives?” he asks the contractor.

“About a month. Maybe a little more. The container carrying it sank.”

“Motherfucker!”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I’ll go to an apart-hotel right before she arrives.”

I hate hotels, apart-hotels, or temporary apartments. I don’t like lying in beds other people have been in. When I rented my apartments, I never wanted them furnished. I bought everything brand new.

Maybe there’s some psychological explanation for this shit. Probably the fact that our house wasn’t just poor, but filthy too. My mom was always sick, and when I was very little, I did what I could to keep things in order, but we didn’t even have the basics to eat, let alone luxuries like cleaning supplies.

The fact is, I already gave up the apartment I kept rented until a few weeks ago, and that’s because I trusted the word of the sorry bastard in front of me, who two months ago said the work would be ready ten days ago. That was the reason I moved into Alessio’s house, and now he tells me the delay will be even longer.

Fuck!

It was after that Stanley explained to me that if a contractor gives you a deadline, add at least a third more to it, because construction always runs late.

“You hate hotels or anything related to them. No, it’s fine. We can make this work,” Alessio says as the contractor walks away. “Just remember I’ll kill you if you touch a single hair on my cousin’s head.”

“I’ve never touched any of your relatives.”

“And you won’t get a chance with her, even if you try. Donatella is dating some Wall Street prick. It’s the first serious relationship she’s admitted to, as far as I know, and given her parents’ history, I’m sure my cousin, like her siblings, doesn’t cheat.” His speech seems more for himself, and when he finishes, he sounds relieved. “Yeah, let’s leave everything as is. Stay at my place as long as you need.”

​
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Donatella

Florence

“I’M NOT GOING TO LAS Vegas with you. Ask me for anything else, Donatella,” my half-sister says.

“Please, Chiara. I’m going to feel so alone in America!”

“You’re never alone. You’re the easiest person to befriend that I know. Besides, you have your followers. How can someone so famous be lonely?”

Even though she’s right, partially—because I make my living through words, as an influencer, with a channel of millions on YouTube—at work, I’m playing a character. I reserve the real Donatella only for those closest to me.

“Besides,” she continues, “you’ll find all those hot fighter friends of your cousin Alessio in Vegas. Not that you’ll be able to ‘make use’ of any of them, since you’re dating, but the point is, loneliness definitely won’t be a problem. And speaking of dating, where does Zelon fit into these travel plans?”

I don’t answer. I don’t know if I still have a boyfriend. Or rather, if I still want one. After a couple of months trying to make my first serious relationship “work,” I realize something is very wrong with the two of us, though I can’t quite put my finger on what yet.

Maybe because in the beginning, Zelon seemed like a prince, but now he reminds me more and more of a frog. He’s become controlling and he’s suffocating me.

“What’s the real problem, Donatella? It’s not just about your trip to Vegas, a trip you’re not even being forced to take, to begin with.”

“I can’t stand being here anymore,” I confess.

She looks at me and I can tell she understands instantly what I mean.

We don’t usually talk about our father or the family problems we’ve lived with practically since the day we were born. If you look up “dysfunctional family” in the dictionary, you’ll surely find the Andresanos and the Morettis listed as synonyms.

Our history is like a painful splinter, driven so deep into the sole of the foot that it makes us walk with a limp, yet at the same time, we pretend it isn’t there.

On my father’s side, I have six siblings, two of them half-siblings; on my mother’s side, I have four. So far, nothing out of the ordinary. People have been marrying and divorcing since the dawn of time. The only problem is that we were all being born simultaneously.

Ricco and Tommaso, my older brothers, are practically the same age, and for a long time they hated each other, all because of the resentment our mothers held for one another.

Both in love with the same man, the cretin known as Dino Moretti. They suffered for him since their teens and their children ended up taking part in this “cold war.”

We, the Andresanos, are the mistress’s heirs. The woman who was pointed out on the street as the other woman. The De Lucca Morettis were the official wife’s children, but they also ended up being targets of ridicule.

No one, however, laughed at the real culprit. The man who, with his selfishness and disloyalty, destroyed two young women who, when he met them, became like putty in his experienced hands.

It fell to me and Chiara to break the cycle of hatred. Indifferent to all the anger surrounding us, we decided to meet and talk. Not about our family problems, but trying to get to know each other.

At first, we faced our families’ hurt feelings. Neither Tommaso nor Ricco wanted this closeness, but love spoke louder than rancor.

Little by little, Tommaso began to become protective of Chiara, and in the end, he and Ricco, after many psychological and physical conflicts too, came to an understanding when they stepped up to defend my half-brother’s wife, Luna—which almost cost both of them their lives.

I can’t say that Carina, Chiara’s mother, adores us. Or that the opposite is true regarding our mother, after all, we are the living proof of the betrayal of the man they loved. However, we’ve even attended family events where everyone, except our mothers, was gathered. At the same time, they’ve never participated, though I know there has been a conversation between the two of them.

Carina, my father’s official wife, finally asked him for a divorce a few years ago, and my mother also freed herself from the evil power Dino seemed to hold over her, so I have hope that from now on, we’ll be okay.

I stir the spoon in my cup of hot chocolate, pretending it’s the most interesting thing in the world, when in fact I’m thinking that the “being okay” we so yearn for is not guaranteed. My mother barely recovered from a second cancer just a few months ago, and we’ve always lived with a sword hanging over our heads, never knowing how long she’ll remain healthy.

“Is Greta okay?”

“Yes, she is. I just really need to get away for a bit. I can’t stand seeing Dino parading around Florence with girls our age,” I confess, revealing only one of the reasons why staying in Italy isn’t an option right now. “He’s lost all sense of shame for good.”

“You can’t lose something you never had,” she states. “I think you should travel, yes, though I’m not sure the United States is a good option, despite your boyfriend living there.”

“I’m going to the opposite coast from Zelon.”

“I noticed. And that’s something else I don’t understand. If you’re not that into him, why stay in the relationship?”

“Wow, sometimes your maturity scares me.”

When we first became close, Chiara was curious about life, but also reckless and had a bit of a “bad picker” when it came to guys. Now, she seems the picture of serenity.

“It’s not maturity, it’s common sense. Life is already complicated, so I don’t understand choosing to live beside someone you obviously don’t love.”

“I don’t ‘live’ with him, and besides, I can’t love him. We haven’t known each other that long.”

“I don’t like him,” she says, with characteristic bluntness. “He’s beautiful, but I can’t stand the way he looks at everyone with an air of superiority. Besides, you told me the man puts ketchup on pizza and can’t even pronounce ‘gnocchi,’ for God’s sake!”

“Grave sins, truly.” I laugh. “But he’s fun.”

“Fine, Donatella, he’s wonderful,” she says sarcastically. “So wonderful that, having the chance to visit him, you chose the opposite side of the country to be.”

“I feel better in Vegas. Dakota, Bria, and Sidney are amazing.”

“Well, that they are. It even makes me a little excited to visit. How long do you plan to stay?”

“I don’t know. The beauty of making a living the way I do is that I can work from anywhere I have my equipment and an internet connection.”

“I’ll think about visiting you, though the idea of maybe even running into Lottie Merrick on the street drives me crazy,” she says, referring to an influencer like me who, a few months ago, started a real online war against Dakota, the wife of Knight, one of my cousin Alessio’s friends.

I ended up taking her side in the fight and earned Lottie’s eternal hatred.

“I know you can’t stay long, but at least if you come, we’ll have some fun.”

“I’m not promising, but I’ll try to arrange my life so I can come.”
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Donatella

“I PROMISED TOMMASO you’d stay with me.”

“No.”

“Did I give you the impression you had a choice, cousin?”

“Don’t be a caveman, Alessio. I can only imagine what your place is like, with women coming and going every five minutes.”

“I’m not in Vegas that much for them to come over frequently.”

“Ha-ha. Very funny. I’m not staying with you. I don’t have enough bodily defenses for the amount of viruses and sexually transmitted diseases you probably share with the world. In fact, can you even catch that stuff through the air? If so, we probably shouldn’t meet up at all while I’m in Vegas.”

“Your sense of humor is above average, but just so you know, there’s no one safer for you to be around than a fighter. We’re required to get tested religiously, and since we’re always bleeding during matches, we never fuck without a condom.”

“Ew. Spare me the details of your promiscuity. I’m not interested.”

“I know you’re not, because even if you weren’t dating that Zetan pretty boy...”

“Zelon,” I correct him.

“Whatever. The point is, even if you weren’t dating that suit-wearing asshole, I’d never let a fighter near you.”

“Oh, really? And how do you expect me to live with you and Holt if you want to ‘protect’ me from your friends?”

“I wasn’t talking about my friends. They don’t have a death wish, so they’d never try anything with you, Donatella. I meant the other sons of bitches.”

“I might not be able to resist the Englishman’s six-pack,” I say sarcastically, because I disliked Holt on sight, which is rare.

He’s as thick as a century-old tree trunk. Still, I can’t deny the number of ridges on his abdomen is a work of art.

“You hate Holt,” he says, bringing me back to the present. “No risk there. Besides, he’s only crashing with me for a few weeks, until the renovations on the penthouse he just bought are finished.”

“Wow, what a shame. I’m already missing him in advance,” I mock, and he lets out a loud laugh.

“You must be the only single woman who doesn’t want one of the five Horsemen of the Apocalypse.”

“Do you know how damaging that nickname is for your image? Besides, Knight is out of the running, and you’re my cousin. That only leaves three, in that case.”

“But are you interested in any of them?” he asks, all casual, but I know my relatives too well.

Alessio is fishing for information to see if it’s really safe to leave me near Holt.

“No. I value my forehead. I don’t think horns would look good on it.”

“We don’t cheat. We just don’t get attached.”

I can’t hold back a laugh at his audacity.

“Actually, I think some would say the problem is quite the opposite. You get ‘attached’ too much, just not to the right part of a woman’s body.”

“Well, if you’re going to start judging the love I spread around the world, I’m going. Let me know when you’re coming and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

“No need. Dakota, Sidney, and Bria will do that.”

“Yes, for Dakota. Not for Sidney.”

“I thought you were over this thing with Sidney.”

“There’s no ‘thing’ between us. She just talks too much.”

“I talk too much.”

“You’re my cousin.”

“Same difference. Anyway, this dislike sounds an awful lot like attraction. But if it’s true, and reversing your own advice: don’t even think about getting near Dakota’s sister. Sidney is out of your league. I doubt Knight would appreciate you breaking his sister-in-law’s heart.”

“And who says that one even has a heart?”

“That’s almost a joke coming from you, cousin. Anyway, you really don’t need to pick me up. Dakota said something about a girls’ night and I miss Vegas.”

“I don’t like this. No partying, Donatella.”

“Bye, Alessio.”

“I’m not joking. Las Vegas isn’t an amusement park like most people think. Behind the pool parties and the fake casino cheer, there are mobs operating. You’re beautiful and I don’t want you getting into trouble. I’ll kill anyone who touches a single hair on your head.”

“I’m not going to participate in any wet t-shirt pool parties. Relax. What I really want is to gather material for work and, mostly, to give my mind a break.”

“How’s Greta?”

“She says she’s fine, but I’ll never be able to relax about her health again. But this isn’t about my mother, it’s about Dino. I can’t stand even being in the same city as him.”

“I thought he was touring Europe with his fifteen-year-old girlfriends.”

It’s not sarcasm. The women my father dates might not be underage, but they skirt the line. I doubt most of them are a day over eighteen.

“He’s here and there, maybe hoping that one day he can win back Carina’s or Mom’s heart.”

Alessio stays silent and I know what he’s thinking: my father was probably never interested in either of their hearts, but rather in the fact that they were both heiresses to old Italian families. He was one once too, but he blew all the money uncontrollably and lived a good part of his adult life, until he split from Carina, off his ex-wife’s dime.

He tried to do the same with our mother afterward, even though he was clearly sleeping with anything that moved and smiled at him, but Tommaso, Gianni, and Gaetano shielded Mamma so thoroughly that Dino can’t get near her anymore.

And then, he managed to sink even lower when, last week, he came to ask me for money.

As if I would fund his trips with his girlfriends.

“Your father is a disgrace to the Italian people.”

“There are plenty like him out there,” I reply, remembering that my sister Giovanna’s late father-in-law, like Santo’s cousins’ father, were both traitors.

“That’s why I’ll never get married. I’m not capable of being faithful, but I have enough shame not to cheat.”

Alessio comes from a stable family, unlike us. As far as I know—because these days, I wouldn’t vouch for anyone but my brothers and my brother-in-law Santo, who are absolutely devoted to their wives—my cousin’s father kisses the ground my aunt walks on.

“Better to be honest. At least the women chasing you know what to expect.”

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“Is the thing with the suit-wearing asshole for real?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Then you’ve already given me the answer I wanted.”

“Why?”

“Yes is absolute, Donatella. Maybe is always no.”

​
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Donatella

IT’S SUNDAY, IN THE middle of our lunch, and when I look around the table, my only wish is to freeze this moment forever.

There was a time when these weekly gatherings were torture.

My brothers, Tommaso, Gianni, and Gaetano, only shared this meal with us out of respect for Mamma, because none of them could ever stand Dino or the disrespectful way he conducted his own life and damaged the lives of the women he supposedly claimed to love.

Giovanna and I tried to smooth things over, not because we agreed with his behavior, but because we wanted to at least pretend we were living a normal life.

By cutting Dino out of our midst, my mother didn’t just do herself a favor, freeing herself from his clutches, she also gave us all room to breathe and stop acting like performers.

It was years of performance. My sister and I, and maybe even our mother, had to be such good actresses we could have easily contended for an Oscar.

Pretending we didn’t know he’d soon return to his real family; or that in a few hours, he’d kiss another woman—the official one—after spending the whole day swearing his devotion to our mother. And above all, pretending we loved a man we had, in truth, always despised.

The church and society teach that you must honor your father and mother, but that’s a beautiful hypocrisy because that same “society” doesn’t tell you what to do when your father isn’t honorable. Or when, even if we don’t have the courage to confess it out loud, a part of the admiration you have for your mother drains away every time you see her allow herself to be humiliated in the name of a love that, from where I was standing even as a little girl, was entirely one-sided.

It didn’t take me long to understand that Dino only loves himself. Maybe he likes us, his children, in his own twisted way, and only because we’re his heirs, but he will always be the top priority in his own life.

If he were someone capable of thinking of others, of feeling empathy, he wouldn’t subject two women and the seven children he had with them to so much suffering.

I force myself to stop thinking about it. Remembering that I carry part of his genetic load always ruins my mood. I refocus on my family and the sound of their happiness.

Now, there is real laughter in our house instead of the usual ironic barbs from my brothers whenever our father opened his mouth to talk about his other family, as if it were no big deal.

I think the fact that three of us five on this side of the family got married helped a lot in changing the latent resentment.

My sisters-in-law, Beatrice and the gypsy Elodie, brought balance and lightness, while Santo, my sister Giovanna’s husband, is the kind of solid man, with as much character as my brothers, and someone you can count on at any moment.

Add to that the laughter of the children, my beautiful nieces and nephews, all around us, and it feels almost like a dream compared to what we were in the past.

I can see from my mother’s face how happy she is with everyone gathered.

The table is a glorious mess in the way only an Italian family can manage.

The aroma of the food being served fills everything and the clatter of cutlery, wine bottles being opened, and overlapping voices form a loving chaos. Despite the mess, this is my favorite symphony.

I turn to my mother and notice she’s smiling at something Elodie said. Gianni’s wife has a sharp tongue and their life is him trying to tame her and her pushing back. Despite that, it’s obvious to any observer how crazy they are about each other.

Beatrice, Tommaso’s wife, who is a doctor, is also deep in conversation with Giovanna about a one-year-old who came into the hospital after swallowing his mother’s wedding ring.

I listen with a hidden smile as they discuss the fact that you can’t take your eyes off the little ones for a single second. My sister’s words are accompanied by emphatic hand gestures, which are almost mirrored by Tommaso’s wife.

Welcome to the world of Italian mothers!

There is nothing more comforting than the warm presence of my family. They give me strength and courage to face the world out there. They are my compass and also my anchor. With them, I know I will always have a place to return to, no matter where life takes me.

The thought brings a painful tightness to my chest, and, silently, I ask God not to let my mother’s cancer return. The times she was sick before were painful for all of us.

I don’t believe any child is ever prepared to lose their mother, but in our particular case, the suffering is even greater because it was only recently that she began to relearn how to love herself. Still, I wonder if a couple of years of joy are enough to neutralize a lifetime of pain and feelings of rejection.

“You’re hardly eating,” I hear Mamma say beside me. “Don’t tell me you’re on another one of your crazy diets.”

I shake my head side to side, saying no, and it’s the truth.

I was never thin—yes, a big girl compared to others my age—and it never bothered me, until an ex-boyfriend told me I needed to shut my mouth because I was getting too “chubby.”

It was the first time I remember becoming self-conscious about my size. From then on, I tried a bunch of diets to lose weight.

Nothing healthy, all born of pure desperation. I remember deciding, just before a birthday—I don’t remember if it was my fifteenth or sixteenth—that I needed to lose twenty pounds.

And what did genius here do? Went looking online for the most unbalanced diet possible, where for a month I could only eat one different fruit per day and nothing else, and even then, in limited quantities.

On the first day, I felt weak, but I was still okay with my apples. On the second, it was pineapple’s turn, and before lunchtime was half over, I started feeling sick, breaking out in a cold sweat and feeling nauseous. When my mother pressed me and I told her the truth, her first instinct, as an Italian parent, was to make me eat, of course.

The problem was my stomach was too empty and the meal hit me like a brick, making me pass out from the pain.

I ended up in the hospital and had to swear to my family from then on that I would never try diets on my own again.

From that point on, I relaxed the strict control I’d always imposed on myself regarding food. I took out all the frustration from our sick family dynamic on excessive meals, especially sugar, which transformed me from a size GG to five times extra-large.

Eating because you’re hungrier than most is one thing. Eating because food becomes an emotional crutch is something completely different.

By the time I graduated from Scuola Superiore, I had completely lost control over my eating, and I think I would have gotten even bigger if it hadn’t started affecting my health. At my annual check-up, the doctor said everything was wrong with my body. From my knees, which even at my young age were already giving me trouble, to my spine and cholesterol.

Since then, I’ve started taking better care of myself. I don’t believe I’ll ever be thin. I like to eat well, but I’ve settled into clothes that are “two extra-large” and my health, which I confirm with semi-annual exams, is on track.

I don’t exercise as often as I should, but I do yoga three times a week and I also bought an indoor rowing machine to use here at home—yes, I still live in the house I was born in, and that’s one of the reasons I want to go to Vegas.

Even though I’ve traveled a lot, I’ve never been completely on my own.

Not that I think I’ll be one hundred percent unsupervised, judging by the conversation I had with Alessio, but my cousin is always training or traveling for work, which means I’ll have to look after myself anyway.

Thank God that tattooed, hot asshole Holt also travels a lot. I don’t want to have to spend any time with him. The few times we’ve met before, he treated me like a baby: overprotective and condescending.

“Go on, Donatella. I’m fine,” my mother says softly, just for me to hear, guessing, as always, what’s distressing me and ruining my appetite. “Besides, your brothers and sisters-in-law won’t let me sneeze without running to say ‘bless you.’ And of course, there’s Santo too. He’s so protective he could have been born an Andresano.”

“Mamma, I don’t want to smother you. I just worry.”

“You don’t smother me. I don’t suffer from those modern afflictions. I will always accept all the love you offer me, but I don’t want you to stop living your lives to hover around me.”

“Gaetano gets upset too when he’s away from Florence for too long, with his Formula 1 commitments.”

“Yes, I know, but he’s a citizen of the world. Passionate about his career. He should travel. As long as my bambini come home for the special dates, I’m happy. I just want you to promise me you’ll be careful with that woman,” she says, referring, just like with Chiara, to Lottie Merrick. If there’s one thing to be said about the witch, it’s that she’s earned the hatred of my entire family.

“I don’t plan on seeing her.”

“I’m serious, Donatella. My heart tells me she’s a dangerous creature. What she tried to do to that girl... accusing her of theft out of pure spite, it’s inhuman.”

I feel anger when I remember the humiliation Dakota went through because of Lottie.

“I know, but don’t worry. She’s pretty burned among the followers. She’s been keeping to the background since then.”

“And what about Zelon?”

I give a weak smile.

“I’m going to Las Vegas, Mother.”

“I know. I may not like the United States much, but I know geography and I know New York and Nevada are on different coasts.”

“I’m not sure about my situation with him, but I promise when I figure it out, I’ll tell you.”

“You don’t like that boy, daughter. Why waste your time, then?”

“He makes me feel good.”

“Your ego, you mean, don’t you?”

I feel my face grow warm because I know she’s telling the truth, but I’m not ready to confess yet that it’s not just that. Despite everything I saw between my parents over the years, I still dream of a Prince Charming.

When she sees I’m not going to answer, she continues:

“Let me tell you something: I am a woman whose self-esteem isn’t worth much. Or at least, it wasn’t until recently.” From my peripheral vision, I notice the whole table has stopped talking and is paying attention to us. “I spent my whole life trying to be loved and clinging to the validation I thought that love would give me, but there is no love more important than self-love, Donatella.”

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Donatella

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU’RE here again,” Knight’s wife says, hugging me. “Tell me you’re staying forever!”

I smile at her enthusiasm while simultaneously thinking about what love can do to people. When I first met Dakota, she always struck me as a sweet person, just a bit reserved. But aside from having a wonderful family—her sisters, Sidney and Kallista, and her mother, Laurel—the bad boy she married is absolutely devoted to her.

Even her father, Jack, who from what I know got into plenty of trouble in the past, has been trying to rebuild his relationship with his daughters.

“Forever, I won’t promise,” I say after kissing Sidney and Bria, “but at least a few months.”

“How’s your mother?” Bria asks.

“She’s well. She sends her love to all of you and asked me to insist on the invitation for you to see Florence and stay at our house.”

I see Bria and Sidney exchange a knowing look.

“Yes, we have plans for that,” Dakota’s sister says, giving me a wink. “But for now, let’s focus on what matters. I have a plan for tonight.”

“A plan?”

She nods.

“Knight will be training late, so Dakota has the night free.”

“And what do you have in mind?” I ask, already getting excited.

“Karaoke.”

“Oh, my God!” I laugh just as I feel my phone, which I turned on a few minutes ago, vibrate.

When I look at the screen, I see it’s a message from Zelon.

Zelon: “Call me. You must have landed in Vegas by now.”

God, I need to deal with this, and by deal with it, I mean put a definitive end to it.

I traveled for hours and didn’t think of him once. When the plane landed, I texted Mamma, asking her to let my brothers know I’d arrived safely, but it never crossed my mind to contact Zelon. If that alone isn’t a loud and clear sign we have no future, I don’t know what is.

“Can you excuse me for a moment?”

“Of course.”

I step away and place the call. The phone rings a few times before he answers.

“Hey,” I greet him.

“Your plane landed ages ago. Why didn’t you call?”

“Good evening to you, too,” I say, knowing it’s three hours later in New York.

Is that why he sounds so angry?

Zelon’s behavior changed after we started seeing each other. At first, he was such a Prince Charming it didn’t even seem natural. Sometimes I got the feeling his lines were rehearsed. However, about three weeks ago, he became very real. He came to Italy to see me and seemed anxious. When he kissed me, it was as if my mouth were his oxygen supply.

Otherwise, his trip was a fiasco. We fought because he wanted to be introduced to my family and I didn’t feel ready yet.

He accused me of keeping our relationship a secret, which is partly true. I’ve never talked about him on my YouTube channel. Even though I don’t mention my family, since I like to keep my private life private, I don’t hide who I am, partly because my last name is very well-known in Italy.

Somehow, though, I never suggested I was dating or even in a relationship with Zelon. Lately, that seems to irritate him, and I don’t understand why he’s so insistent on making our relationship public.

“I was calling my mother first. Is something wrong?”

“Besides the fact that my girlfriend forgets I exist?”

I roll my eyes and thank God it’s not a video call.

“I have to go. My friends are waiting for me and we’re going out.”

“Out where?”

“A karaoke bar.”

“That city is dangerous, Donatella.”

“Did you forget I’m staying at my cousin’s house? You think he’d let me go out without protection?”

“Will you call me when you get back? And keep your phone nearby, too.”

“Zelon, I’m going out to be with the girls, whom I haven’t seen in ages, by the way. I don’t demand an account of your every move in Manhattan.”

“Why not?”

“What?”

“Why don’t you demand an account?”

“Because it’s pointless. You’re an adult and no one is forcing you to date me. If you wanted to cheat, why would you commit in the first place?”

I know the equation isn’t that simple. If it were, Dino wouldn’t have been with two women simultaneously for thirty-five years. But if I tell him the truth—that I don’t ask who he’s with or what he’s doing because I don’t care—I’ll sound like a heartless bitch.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
e
o
-

SERA BLA

“WHEN THE H 1 FIC
e

el

¢

EKMOOR

7





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





