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“After six long months of high-profile court appearances, the final trial in a series of three has ended today with Matteo De Luca being found guilty of the murder of Federal Agent Daniel Bergman,” the news reporter spoke as I watched the report on my phone. “In a fate-determining nail in the coffin, U.S. District Judge Adam Walters sentenced the notorious crime boss to 100 years in prison. Add that on top of his previous sentences from his last two trials, and De Luca is now going to be serving a 140-year sentence in a federal penitentiary. Which location has yet to be decided, but it’s certain it will be a maximum-security prison. Governor Harvey, who’s up for reelection this fall, spoke a few words to the public about this monumental trial.”

The video cut to a clip of Governor Harvey addressing a crowd. “Today, history has been made. We’ve taken down a general in this war, and we will continue to fight these battles until we win the war on organized crime,” he spoke epically, and I rolled my eyes in disgust at his fake words. He’d been in my father’s back pocket to win his last election, and I supposed now he’d win by pretending to be cracking down on the organized crime who had funded him. Well, he definitely wouldn’t be getting my vote. What a scumbag.

“Ugh, why are you torturing yourself with this garbage?” my cousin/best friend, Camilla, asked in her Italian accent as she ripped my phone from my hands in order to close out of the news web page and set my phone out of my reach. She was, technically, only eight months older than I was, but she had always been way bossier.

I looked to her. “That garbage just so happens to be the only connection I have to my father at this moment.”

I hadn’t talked to my father in about a year. I had been allowed one visit with him right after he’d been put in a correctional facility, but after that, he was allowed no outside contact except for his lawyer so that he couldn’t use the influence he had to tamper with the trials in any way. So, the only way I knew what was going on with him was through the news, and presently, I wasn’t even sure where he was going to be sent now that his trials were finally over.

“But you know they always act like he is an awful, psycho murderer,” Camilla stated annoyedly.

I shrugged and exhaled. “He kind of is.”

I couldn’t stick up for my father even though I cared about him greatly. He was my father, after all. But he was also a former Mafia don and a successful one at that. He had done a lot of terrible things, hurt a lot of people, and although I hated the way things had turned out, I knew his sentencing was justified. 

“Well, whatever. There’s nothing we can do for him now. But you have an opportunity to help your best friend.” She grabbed two dresses she had draped over the back of a chair at the kitchen table and held up one in each hand. “Which one should I wear tonight? My date is taking me to a show and then for drinks afterwards.”

“The black one,” I told her, unable to care much for her dilemma at this point in time. Besides, she could wear a potato sack and her date would still swoon. She was effortlessly gorgeous in a tanned, tall, and elegant sort of way. So, basically, every way possible.

“Magnifico,” she smiled and then looked pointedly to me. “Is Alex coming over tonight?”

I nodded, happy for that distraction. Alex was my boyfriend. He was also an FBI agent. We had met before my father had gotten caught, and I had hidden my true life from him. That is, until fate brought our lives together in such a way there was no hiding. 

My half-brother, Dean, had been involved with an illegal shipment of weapons coming into the city, and Alex had been a part of a secret task force within the FBI determined to bring down my father’s empire. He and his fellow agents in the task force had raided the shipment, and my brother had been killed. 

Alex’s dad, Erik, was also an FBI agent who was posing as a dirty agent in order to get close with my father. When my dad found out Erik knew Alex had been involved with Dean’s death, he planned on killing them both, and I had stopped him in the nick of time. Of course, my father was sent to prison, and I would have been too, had not Erik convinced the state’s attorney general to acquit me of my crimes in gratitude for me helping him protect his son and help put an end to my father’s reign.

Alex and I didn’t immediately get back together. I had some things to figure out, and there was a big mess for us to work through. But then, one day, he ran into me—literally—at a coffee shop six months after my father’s arrest. And well, I guess you could say the rest was history.

Now, six months later, we were still going strong. We had our ups and downs as we attempted to work through the pain brought about by my secret life in the Mafia, but ultimately, we both understood we were better together than apart.

“Okay, well, just so you know, don’t wait up for me. If my date plays his cards right, I won’t be coming home after drinks, so you and Alex will have the apartment to yourselves all night,” Camilla let me know.

She was always trying to give Alex and me time alone since she came back to New York a couple months ago. Every year, she lived in Italy with her parents—my father’s sister and her husband—during the harsh, winter months in New York and came back in the spring to spend the summer in the States. I lived with her now that I couldn’t afford to live on my own. My job helping to rehabilitate women inmates by teaching them business techniques was amazingly fulfilling but not exactly well-paying.

“Camilla, I’ve told you, we’re not sleeping together,” I reiterated for the hundredth time. Alex was a true-blue gentleman and the major reason I had ended up finding God. But with that belief came the rule of not having sex before marriage, which we both agreed to being important to abide by. Especially now that we were both trying to live by God’s rules. Which was not easy, by the way. Especially when Camilla was always trying to make it happen in spite of ourselves.

She waved my comment away as she went back to her bedroom to change and finish getting ready for her date. Alex and I were just planning a night in watching a movie, so I didn’t worry about making too much of an effort. 

Instead, I spent my time researching surrounding prisons to see where my father might end up while saying a silent prayer that he would end up close. I didn’t know what I’d do if he was sent halfway across the United States. Although my last talk with my father had ended about as well as it could have, there was a lot we still had to heal in our relationship that we hadn’t gotten a chance to yet. I wasn’t even sure if he would still want to talk to me after how things had turned out with his hefty prison sentence, and so much had changed since I’d seen him last. I had changed, and my heart longed to show him the mercy I had been shown and to receive the mercy from him that I craved.

Pretty much right after Camilla left, I heard a knock at the door, and I excitedly got up to answer it. I didn’t care how many times I saw Alex in a week, I was always excited to see him. Sometimes I thought about how our relationship made no sense, but despite it all, my heart belonged to him, and I knew it always would.

When I opened the door, I was greeted by his smile. He was classically handsome with his blue eyes and dirty blonde hair and toned physique. It made resisting him tough, but I hoped maybe one day he’d be mine.

“Hi,” he greeted me as I let him in, and he immediately pulled me in for a kiss. “I passed Camilla on my way up,” he said as he pulled away. “Why does she always conveniently have plans whenever I come over? I hope she knows I don’t mind if she’s here. It is her apartment too,” he told me as I led him to the living room.

“Oh, it’s not you,” I assured him. “It’s all her. She tries to orchestrate time for us to have sex,” I told him honestly.

He laughed once in surprise. “Well, as thoughtful as that is, have you told her we are waiting?” he wondered.

I nodded. “Yep. She does it anyway.”

He nodded thoughtfully as he put his hands on my waist and pulled me to him, the forward gesture taking me by surprise. I looked into his blue eyes, wondering what he was up to. “Well, her absence is much appreciated tonight,” he spoke in a low, attractive voice, and his words made my heart start to beat quicker. “Because tonight, I was actually planning to get a little action,” he then said.

I gave him a questioning look, knowing he couldn’t really be talking about us sleeping together. At one point, I would have jumped at the opportunity. But now, I understood where he was coming from with waiting until marriage.

“You and I...” he said as he kissed my lips delicately. “Are going to watch The Fugitive.”

I smiled now that I understood. It was his night to pick the movie, and I should have guessed it would be in the action genre. The man was an adrenaline junkie through and through. He worked in law enforcement, owned a Yamaha R6 motorcycle, and loved his action flicks. But he was also the sweetest man I’d ever met. 

“That’s a lot of action,” I kidded back.

He nodded as he kissed me again. “Mmhm. Two hours of it in fact.”

I giggled at the underlying connotation as I pulled away from him. “Let’s just get it started and see how long we last, huh?” I replied, still teasing, but I was also a little serious. Our movie nights always ended up with us talking or sleeping through them.

We rented the movie on a video streaming service and then snuggled up on the couch. And not even fifteen minutes into the movie, Alex began to talk.

“Did you hear about your father’s trials finally ending today?” he asked me.

I nodded as I angled myself so I could look to him without having to leave his hold. “Yeah, I did. Except, now I don’t know where they’re going to send him, and I don’t know what I’m going to do if they place him across the country. I’d never be able to afford to see him, and there’s so much I want to try and fix between us.”

“I know,” he said quietly as he kissed the top of my head. “Let’s just pray and hope for him being placed somewhere close.”

“You don’t have to pretend to want him close,” I spoke, trying to be as playful as the topic allowed. “He did try to kill you.”

“Yeah, well, I guess it’s a good thing he’s not my father then,” he laughed once. “But I understand wanting to be close with your dad. I mean, your father is your father, through good or bad, and I know how much he means to you.”

Alex had moved to New York City about six months before we met so that he could be closer to his own father. It hadn’t worked out too well at first due to the fact his father was working undercover posing as a dirty agent, and he was trying to keep it from his son, but now that everything was over, Alex and his dad’s relationship had come leaps and bounds. Alex had to work through a lot of feelings of neglect from his father leaving when he was fourteen, and Erik was working through the guilt, but they were trying, and that was the important thing. 

“Have I told you recently how wonderful you are?” I asked as I looked to his eyes.

He pretended to think. “Define recent. Because I think it’s been at least twelve hours, and that is just far too long,” he teased.

I smiled. “You are wonderful,” I made sure to tell him.

He leaned down and brought his lips to mine before he pulled away to say the words I would never get tired of hearing.

“I love you, Lily,” he told me as he caressed my cheek. 

“I love you too,” I replied softly and snuggled back into him, thinking about how those words only scratched the surface of what I felt for him.

We did end up finishing the movie, and Alex stayed until about midnight before he left for the night. We had made a pact a while back not to sleep over at each other’s places because trust me when I say we could not be reliable to stay celibate if we did. It was difficult enough already.

I lay in bed that night wondering how long it’d be before I heard anything from my father. I knew from all my research that I wouldn’t know anything until I received a visitation form from wherever he ended up, and I hated this waiting period. My father was literally the only family I had close. I didn’t know any of my mom’s family since she had died when I was a baby, and my birth wasn’t exactly a planned one seeing as she was married—and not to my father. My dad never really talked about her, so I knew nothing about that side of myself.

My father’s family had all dispersed after he was arrested. My dad’s brother, my Uncle Carlo, had gone off the map when my father had been arrested. We may have been blood, but the only thing that bound us was my father and his business, so it was no surprise the loyalty ended as soon as my father’s empire had.

But I was far from alone. I had Camilla and her family, of course, along with Alex and Erik. And outside of them, I had Benny and Emily. They were a middle-aged married couple who had first taken in Alex to be like their unofficial son when he had moved here. And when my world crumbled, they had kindly taken me under their wings as well. Benny was an ex-mobster who traveled around to local correctional centers to preach to the inmates and give them hope. Emily was currently retired, but she had been a parole officer, and ironically, that’s how she and Benny had met. They had become a big part of Alex’s and my life. 

That week passed painfully slow as I waited to hear where my father had ended up. From everything I had been told, the Bureau of Prisons tried to put prisoners within five hundred miles of their family, but it wasn’t promised to actually work that way. Prisons were full, and they had to send them wherever they had room. So, my father could end up a couple hours away or all the way across the United States. It just depended.

Still, I just tried to be patient and keep moving forward, reminding myself I had waited this long, but I couldn’t deny my head was a little distracted—even at work.

“How does my T account look?” one of the inmates, Gigi, asked as I taught her how to work a T account, but it took her waving in front of my face to get my head back to the present.

“Oh, sorry, Gigi,” I apologized as I started looking over her totals to make sure they added up okay. “Looks great,” I let her know.

“You doing alright, Lily?” she asked me. 

I nodded assuredly. “I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

“Really? Because, if there’s one thing the streets taught me, it was how to read people,” she told me and raised an eyebrow at me.

Gigi had been put in jail for drugs and prostitution, and she was determined to clean herself up for good by starting her own doggy day care. She told me she wasn’t always so fond of people, but dogs had always been honest. 

I smiled slightly, but I decided to hedge around the conversation of my father. I didn’t like sharing that my father was Don De Luca. 

“Someone I really care about is being sent to a federal prison, and I’m waiting to hear where he’s going to end up. I’m just worried,” I told her without telling her. We weren’t here to focus on my personal problems anyway.

“Honey, don’t waste your time worrying. They’re gonna send him where they’re gonna send him, but you know what? You just make it work. You know, we just talked about a verse in the Bible during Sunday service about worrying. I think the verse went something like, ‘Who can add a single hour to their life by worrying?’ When you think about it, worrying is pretty pointless. It’ll all work out, honey.” 

“Thank you, Gigi,” I told her sincerely. The verse was a good reminder, and I shrugged off my thoughts for now and refocused. “What do you say we start going over balance sheets before our visit is up?” I offered.

She nodded, hungry for any knowledge that would help with her future. She was the type of woman I loved to work with—the type who knew what she wanted and was ready to do whatever she had to in order to reach her goals. It was a refreshing positive amidst these dreary jail walls. But it was attitudes like hers that made this job worth it because I knew she would succeed in whatever she did. No matter her circumstances, she’d make do. And I guess, so would I.
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Almost two weeks after I had learned the trials were over, I received a letter in the mail with the return address from Stormville, New York, and I tore it open full of hope.

Inside, I found the visitation form I had been so eagerly awaiting. My father requested that I be included in the list of people allowed to visit him, and I was overjoyed to see he was in Green Haven prison only about an hour and a half north of New York City. I happily thanked God and immediately began filling out the needed information so that I could send it back and get processed as soon as possible. I was so excited to see my dad, and I hoped it didn’t take long for me to be approved.

My next line of action was calling Alex. He had been so sweet about assuring me everything would turn out okay, and he had been right.

“I have good news,” I spoke when he answered the phone and continued. “I just got a visitation form from my dad in the mail, and he’s only seventy miles away in Green Haven Correctional,” I told him happily.

“Lily, that’s great,” he replied, and he actually sounded like he meant it. “I’m having my dad over for dinner tonight, but why don’t you join us, and we’ll celebrate?”

“Sounds fun. But maybe don’t tell your dad the reason we’re celebrating,” I replied. We were one dysfunctional group of people because the people who would be celebrating my father being in the same state were the same people my father had tried to kill. They couldn’t say they liked my father—in fact, Erik blatantly told me how much he hated my father—but they liked me for some reason.

“Don’t worry, he’ll get over it,” Alex assured me.

I took his word for it, but I didn’t quite believe him. Alex had handled the whole almost being murdered by my father situation much differently than Erik. Both of them had needed plenty of time to process and forgive, but where Alex had forgiven and moved forward, Erik...hadn’t. Not saying he harped on the fact my dad had tried to kill him, but he definitely hadn’t forgiven him. Still, for my sake, he usually avoided saying anything because he understood what he said might hurt me. I hoped one day he’d forgive my father, but I also understood why he was still upset. Thankfully, neither of them held my father’s mistakes against me.

Alex told me to come over at six, so I showed up a few minutes early just in case he needed any help with dinner. And I just wanted to see him, but I shouldn’t have been surprised when he let me into his apartment and Erik was already there. He was always early or right on time, but he was never late.

“I guess we just invite anyone to these dinners now, huh?” he said kiddingly, and I gave him a playful glare. 

“I guess you’re proof of that,” I replied, and he chuckled.

“Oh jeez, don’t you two start already,” Alex said as he led me into the kitchen. I helped him bring the salad to the dining table while he checked his lasagna.

Erik was watching the Mets game, but when I reentered the room, he turned his attention to me.

“How have you been, Lily?” he asked me. It had probably been at least a month since I’d seen him last.

“Good. How about you?” I wondered.

“Ah, the usual. Alex told me about your dad getting placed in Green Haven. That’s pretty exciting news for you.”

I smiled and nodded.

“Not so good of news for the rest of us. I was hoping they’d send him to ADX,” he then stated.

I gave him a look. ADX was a supermax prison in Colorado that held only the worst of the worst of all criminals in solitary confinement every day for their stay. But his comment brought up a question.

“Was Alex disappointed?” I wondered while Alex wasn’t in earshot. There was a part of me that really wondered how much Alex refrained from saying about what he really thought about my father in order to spare my feelings.

Erik made a face and shook his head. “No, he was genuinely happy for you. He loves you, and he just wants you to be happy.”

I smiled to myself. “I don’t know how I couldn’t be happy. Alex is the most wonderful person.”

“Yeah,” Erik agreed. “Much better of a person than I am. I actually petitioned with your father’s judge to get your father sent to a supermax—you know, some place equipped with a tear gas system, but Alex convinced the judge not to send in the request. He made some argument about how your father was led more by grief than rage. I think my son should have been a lawyer instead.”

His words surprised me—not because Erik had petitioned for my father to be sent to a supermax but because Alex had argued against it. The beauty of his heart always astounded me even though, by this point, it really shouldn’t have.

I shook my head at Erik in disdain. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not dating you then,” I told him.

He gave me a smile and then called to his son in the kitchen. “Alex! Lily’s talking about dating me! You better get out here!”

Alex peeked out into the living room as I laughed.

“Lily, we’ve talked about this. It’s either me or him. You can’t have both,” Alex said seriously as he went back to doing what he was doing.

I smiled and looked to Erik as I shrugged.

“He’s worried, I can tell,” Erik joked.

“Super worried, I’m sure,” I agreed as I went to go see if Alex needed some help.

He was just cutting up the lasagna as I came into the kitchen.

“I’m happy you and my dad are getting along, but can you not get along that well?” Alex spoke and cracked a smile.

I was too much in my own thoughts to respond back to his joke. Instead, I simply came up behind him and wrapped my arms around him as I leaned my head against his back. “I love you, Alex,” I told him with feeling. Alex had always been too good to me, and I knew I was the luckiest woman on this planet.

He paused and turned so he could face me. He gently took my face in his hands as he searched my eyes. “I love you too,” he replied and leaned forward to press his lips to mine.

I kissed him with fervor, wanting him to know a piece of the fire I felt for him.

“Oh, that was clearly out!” Erik yelled at the television, and we both pulled away to smile at his father’s outburst at the game.

“I think he needs some food,” Alex noted, and I had to agree.

So, we got ourselves served up and then went to the dining table to say a prayer over the meal before we ate. Alex was the one to say it, despite the fact his father had never been a spiritual man, but by this point, his dad just went along with it.

“Mm, Lily,” Erik spoke as he swallowed his bite of food. “Before I forget, there’s a box by the door that is full of your father’s things that accidentally wound up in evidence. The Bureau asked if I’d get it to you. You know, since it’s common knowledge I have regular dinners with the ex-Mafia don’s daughter.”

I nodded. “Thank you,” I made sure to say and then looked down to my plate of food. “Does it bother everyone you two associate with me?” I couldn’t help but wonder.

“No,” Alex spoke first. “And even if it did, who cares?”

“Agreed. But you have to admit, it is sickly comical,” Erik noted.

I smiled slightly and nodded, wondering if the hype around my family name would ever die down.

The three of us finished our meals, and then Erik watched the rest of the game before he decided to call it a night and leave us to ourselves. I helped Alex get everything from dinner cleaned up, and as I helped him load the dishwasher, I decided to broach the topic of his good deed.

“So...your dad told me you convinced the judge not to send in the request to get my father sent to a supermax,” I spoke as I eyed him.

He shook his head slightly as he got an annoyed look on his face. “Did he?”

I nodded. “I know my father has made a lot of very bad mistakes, so I understand why your father made the request, but my dad’s not an unmanageable psycho who needs to be in solitary confinement for the rest of his life.”

“I agree. My dad’s just a little bitter.”

“And you aren’t?” I wondered as I added the last plate and shut the dishwasher. I knew we’d had this conversation before, but Alex’s ability to move forward with forgiveness was amazing to me.

He exhaled as he looked away from me. “I mean, you know I don’t like your father. At all,” he told me honestly and then continued. “But I don’t think sending him to spend the rest of his life in a cage for twenty-three hours a day is going to solve anything. I just believed we should let the justice system do its job and leave our personal feelings out of it.”

I came up to him and wrapped my arms around him as I looked up to his eyes. “You are amazing, you know that?” I told him earnestly. “And I think you deserve a proper thank you for your integrity,” I told him as I brought my lips to his to give him a passionate kiss. “Thank you for what you did,” I then told him when I pulled away.

He smiled a gentle smile as he searched my eyes. “You know I would do anything for you,” he told me softly.

I couldn’t believe I’d almost lost this man three times—once because of my father. But it seemed no matter what this life threw our way, we found another way around it. And I was so grateful we had because I knew he was the one I was going to spend the rest of my life with.

“What do you say we go see what’s in that box my dad brought?” Alex suggested in an effort to change the subject.

I nodded, curious as to what the FBI had grabbed from my father’s house. The estate itself had been taken by the government because it had been purchased with illegal earnings. Everything in it, depending on whether it was valuable and bought with more dirty money, was apprehended by the government as well or given to me or to charity. And seeing as I lived in a two-bedroom apartment with Camilla, most of his stuff had been sold or given away.

We grabbed the box and brought it into the living room so we could go through it together, and I opened the lid, hoping it wasn’t all just garbage.

I peered inside only to be greeted by a clay heart I had made my dad in grade school sitting on top. I smiled and put it to the side.

Alex picked it up. “Oh, I can see why the Bureau mistook this as evidence,” he spoke sarcastically. “Your father probably bludgeoned people to death with your grade school crafts.”

I giggled as I continued to dig through the box. I found a few of my father’s favorite books—authors like Tolstoy and Fitzgerald. And then there were a few random documents scattered throughout the box, along with a few other trinkets that had been in my father’s office.

Next, I came across an envelope that was merely folded in but not sealed. It clearly had something in it that was not a paper document, so I carefully opened it up. Inside, I found a beautiful, oval-shaped locket necklace with an ornate scrollwork engraving on the front. I gingerly picked it up, and Alex took note of what I’d found.

“That’s beautiful,” he commented quietly.

I nodded while I opened it to see what was inside, figuring it was probably a gift from my father to Dean’s mom, but instead of a picture inside, there was the engraving:

Amore regge senza legge.

“Is there a picture or anything inside?” he wondered, and I shook my head while I handed it to him so he could look at it.

He studied the engraving. “Do you know what this says?” he wondered.

I wasn’t fluent in Italian, but between my grandparents, father, and Camilla, I had picked up on quite a bit of the language. 

“I think it means something like, ‘Love knows no law,’” I told him.

He smiled slightly. “Fitting,” he commented as he handed it back to me. “Who do you think it was for?” he then asked.

I shrugged, unsure. “Probably Dean’s mom, I’d guess.”

My dad was married about twenty years to Dean’s mom, and she had only been able to have Dean before she died of brain trauma due to a fall nine years after having him. She sounded like a lovely woman, and I was sad I had never gotten to know her. But I guess if she had never died, I wouldn’t exist. Life was strange sometimes.

I replaced the necklace back into the envelope and set it aside then too as I kept digging. At the bottom of the box was a photo album. 

“Oh, this is starting to get interesting,” Alex said as we got comfortable next to each other so we could look at the photos. “Embarrassing photos of your childhood, perhaps?” he guessed.

I smiled as I opened it up. The first few pages held pictures of me and Dean when we were kids.

My smile fell as I looked to Alex. “We don’t have to look at these,” I let him know, imagining how difficult this might be for him. Because during that raided shipment, Alex had been the one to end Dean’s life, but it was far from in cold blood. Dean had taken a wounded Fed hostage, and Alex had just been doing his job. It definitely wasn’t an easy concept to get over, but I understood it wasn’t Alex’s fault my brother was dead. Dean had made his choices. But Alex still struggled with the guilt, and I knew it wasn’t easy for him to talk about, let alone sit and look at the man he’d killed as frozen memories of him as an innocent child.

Alex shook his head and swallowed. “No, it’s okay. I want to get to know him the way you knew him. It’s not going to be easy, but we can’t just hedge around him for the rest of our lives. He was your brother, and now he’s a part of me too.”

I really looked to Alex, as if making sure he was positive. And then, seeing he was, I took one of his hands in mine and rested the photo album on our laps so we could go through the photos together.

There were pictures of Dean feeding me blended carrots as a baby, us cooking with Beatrice, our family chef, when I was about five and he was about sixteen, and a picture of me on Dean’s shoulders while I gave him moose antlers. 

They were moments of joy amongst the difficulties of growing up with a Mafia boss as a father. Still, there were moments that showcased my father’s love and gentle qualities. Like my brother taking a picture of me doing my father’s nails when I was about six.

I kept flipping the pages, scanning the photos as I did. A few pages in, I spotted a picture I’d never seen before. I knew who the woman was, despite only seeing a couple photos of her growing up. It was my mother, Gianna. That was about the extent of my knowledge of her except I knew she could sing. And that she was effortlessly beautiful. The picture had no doubt been taken by my father because the way she was smiling a half smile at the camera was almost like she was pretending to be annoyed but unable to muster up the effort. 

“Is that your mom?” Alex asked when he noticed the picture I was looking at.

I nodded.

“You look just like her. She was beautiful,” he said softly.

Aside from her halfway haunting smile, another thing caught my attention. I noticed she was wearing that locket I had found. So, I guess it hadn’t been Dean’s mom’s necklace, but a gift from my father to my own mother instead. Suddenly, the inscription took on a deeper meaning.

I truly believed that my father had loved her, but he sure had a twisted way of showing it. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but he once hinted that he had killed her husband during their affair, and he never explained further. I wasn’t sure why there was so much secrecy surrounding my mother, but my dad had been completely close-mouthed about everything, and everyone else didn’t dare go against his wishes. But I was an adult now, and I deserved answers. So, in that moment, I made up my mind to finally find out who my mom was once and for all.
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It took a little over a week for me to get approval for visiting my father, but eventually, I was approved. And I wasted no time in making arrangements to go see him for the first time in over a year. I was so excited to see him, but I was also extremely nervous. It had been a whole year since our last talk, and I had no idea how he felt about me anymore, especially after everything that had happened since. 

I decided to go visit him that Saturday, and I made the hour and a half drive to the prison. Because the FBI couldn’t prove my father had bought my BMW with illegally gotten funds, I had been allowed to keep my car. Even though it cost me an arm and leg in parking, and to be honest, the front of the car was no longer aesthetically pleasing due to me ramming through the chain-link fence the night I had stopped my father from killing Alex and Erik. But it still ran perfectly, and it was convenient for instances like this.

Green Haven was intimidating with its tall, stone wall that surrounded the entire premises, a fortress built to keep people in rather than out. Upon arriving, I gave them my driver’s license and then had to get my picture taken so they could put it in the file to identify me easily. I was then required to sign into the logbook and complete some visitor paperwork before I had to go through a metal detector and get my hand stamped. Once they made sure they could see the stamp under a black light, I was then escorted to what they called the “old” visiting room where the high-risk prisoners were put. I had to give the paperwork I’d filled out at the front desk to the visiting room officer and have him check my stamp then too. 

Once we had gone through all the red tape, I was brought into the room. To my surprise, there were no screens to keep visitors from inmates. Instead, the room just had a long, U-shaped table where inmates sat on one side and visitors on the other. Still, I was informed my visits would be strictly no contact. And when I saw my dad, it killed me to know I couldn’t give him the hug I so badly wanted to give him.

To my surprise, he smiled at me as I sat down across from him, and I fought my tears of joy at the realization I was finally here.

“Hi, Daddy,” I spoke first.

His smile widened as he searched my face, taking it all in. “Hi, Princess,” he spoke. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too,” I replied as I really took note of the way he looked. He hadn’t seemed to age any, although since he was sixty-eight now, I knew he’d disagree with me. He had lost some weight, and he looked tired, but his brown eyes still held a fire in them.

“How have you been? You look good,” he told me.

“I’ve been well,” I assured him. “What about you?”

He nodded. “Good, good. Kinda find myself missing solitary confinement, but it’s nice to be done with the trials and make this my home, you know?”

“How is it here?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s good. It could be a lot worse. And, hey, you remember Smelly Smarrelli?” he asked me.

I furrowed my eyebrows and shook my head.

He waved it away. “Eh, you were so young when you met him. Well, he’s here, so I’ve already got friends in low places, and good news is that he’s required to shower in prison, so he’s not so smelly anymore.”

I forced a smile. I guess in prison, it was the little things that got an inmate by.

“But enough about me,” he then said. “I want to hear everything you’ve been up to since I saw you last.”

I tried to think of where to start. So many things had happened in the last year. I had found Christ, I had gotten a job, made so many new friends, started dating Alex again—then again, I think I’ll actually leave that last one out of our conversations for right now...

“So much has happened,” I told him. “I got a job,” I then said.

He smiled. “Oh? What’s my baby girl been doing?”

“I’ve actually been working for this organization that helps rehabilitate incarcerated women by teaching them business and accounting models,” I told him.

He didn’t say anything for a moment, and I wondered if he disapproved of my use of the master’s in business he’d supplied me.

“You enjoy doing it?” he asked.

I nodded. 

“That’s great, Princess. I’m proud of you.”

I smiled. “Thank you. It doesn’t pay amazingly money-wise, so I’m still living with Camilla,” I informed him. “She says hi, by the way.”

“Good. You two have always been there for each other, but not always for reasons I approved of,” he said as he eyed me playfully. “Like sneaking out of the house.”

“You knew about that?” I asked in mortification.

“Of course, I knew. You two were not exactly the sneakiest duo.”

I laughed.

“But she’s always been a good friend to you,” he then said seriously.

I nodded. “She’s the best,” I agreed.

I told him all about my trip to Italy last fall with her. I had gone before Alex and I had gotten back together to escape New York and clear my head after my father’s incarceration. But as much as I wanted to tell him I was once again dating the man who had killed his son, I withheld that information. This was the first time I’d seen my father in a year, and I wasn’t ready to break that kind of news just yet. I just wanted a few visits that were simply happy.

So, instead, we reminisced about old times, and I filled him in on what happened to everyone after the fall of the De Luca empire. 

“Have you heard anything on where Sergio ended up?” he wondered.

I shook my head. Sergio had been my father’s advisor. He had been a man with a true appreciation for the bottom line and nothing else, and we hadn’t seen eye-to-eye when he had trained me as my father’s underboss after my brother’s death. In his opinion, I was a spoiled child—which maybe was true, but he never believed I could be a strong leader—which again, turned out to be true. At least, in the confines of the Mafia. My heart just wasn’t built to be emotionless, and to him, an underboss wasn’t supposed to feel anything.

“I haven’t asked around,” I told my father. “To be honest, I never really liked him.”

“Well, his job wasn’t to be liked,” my father countered.

I nodded. “I know. His job was to do what was best for the welfare of our family’s business, and he was really good at it. A little too good,” I commented grimly.

My dad looked to me, a new look of pain in his eyes. “I know he hurt you. We both did,” he spoke sadly. “And I’m so sorry for that, Princess.”

I knew what he was talking about in specific. It had been the turning moment in my life when my father had officially become a Mafia don to me and nothing more. Sergio had convinced my father to allow him to take me on a hit where I watched Sergio kill a man in front of me. It had wrecked me, especially when everyone acted as if I was overreacting because I was, apparently, an overly emotional, little girl. And compared to them, I guess I was.

My father looked down as he thought. “You know, as a father, there are a lot of times I look back on my mistakes and wish I could take back those moments when I hurt you and Dino, when I gave up my title as father so I could be the boss. I’m not proud of those times, and I hope one day you can find it in yourself to forgive me for not doing the job that should have been most important: protecting that precious heart of yours.”

His words meant a great deal to me, especially since I knew how difficult it was for him to own up to his mistakes.

“Daddy,” I spoke to get him to look at me, and he lifted his head to look me in the eyes. “You’re forgiven,” I assured him, and there was nothing I wanted more than to hug him because this was the most vulnerable I’d seen him in forever. Instead, I could only hope he could feel my warm words. “I love you,” I made sure to tell him.

“I love you, tesoro,” he replied emotionally. It was another term of endearment he called me that was Italian for “treasure.”

We talked for the entire two-hour visiting limit before a guard came to get my father, and the officer of the visiting room came to escort me out of the area. I made sure to tell my dad I’d be back next Saturday to see him and then was brought out of the visiting room to be processed for my exit of the prison.

On my way home, I called Alex, and we made plans to do dinner that night and talk about my first visit with my dad. The plan was for me to pick us up dinner and meet at his place, so after we hung up, I called Camilla to let her know I wouldn’t be home for dinner, but she already had plans to go out anyway.

I picked us up some cheap Chinese food in Chinatown and then headed to the Lower East Side to Alex’s apartment. He buzzed me in, and when I reached his door, he let me into the apartment.

“I missed you this afternoon,” he said as we went to his kitchen to dish up our food.

Usually on the Saturdays we were both off, we spent the entire day together either just hanging out at one of our apartments or exploring the city. Regardless, we were together, but now things were going to be different with my dad a few hours away. Still, things could be a lot worse.

“I missed you too,” I told him. “What did you end up doing today?” I wondered.

He smiled. “Oh, you know, the things I always put off doing because we’re always together. Cleaning, laundry, that kind of thing.”

“Sounds like a fun day,” I kidded as we brought our plates of food to his dining table.

“I want to hear about the visit with your dad,” he replied. “How did it go?”

I nodded and smiled. “Good. He’s doing well.”

“I’m glad to hear that, and I’m sure he was elated to see you,” he commented as he took a bite of his food. “So, what did you talk about?” he wondered.

“A lot,” I replied. “You’d be surprised how much conversation you can fit into a two-hour time limit.”

“I’ll bet,” he agreed and paused as he played with his food. “So...I’m just curious, how did he react when you told him about us?” he asked as he dared to look up at me.

I made a guilty face, knowing this wasn’t going to make him happy. “We didn’t get to that conversation today,” I let him know.

He nodded, but he looked disappointed.

“Don’t worry,” I spoke. “I’m going to tell him. It’s just, I haven’t talked to or seen him in over a year, and I just needed today to be about reconnecting with him.”

“No, I get it,” he assured me. “I guess I’m just overly worried about becoming your dirty, little secret again.”

I shook my head. “That’s not going to happen, okay? I’m going to tell him, I promise.” I took his hand in mine, and he gave me a small smile. “Besides, if I remember correctly, it turned out to be a good thing you were my secret. Because if I would have told him about you, he would have tried to kill you way before that night in Glen Cove.”

He made a face and nodded reluctantly.

“And this is not even the same situation. This time is completely different. My father is behind bars, and you will be safe,” I assured him but couldn’t help but add, “I think.” Because honestly, it was my father, and I knew he didn’t give up easily.

Alex laughed once. “That’s a nice thing to say.”

“Well, we both know my father,” I replied grimly.

And we both knew he was not going to take the news well.
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[image: ]




That week, I spent my nights after work trying to find any information on my mom. All I knew was that her first name was Gianna, and she had died around a year after I was born, but it wasn’t enough information to track someone down. No matter what method of searching I tried, I was always missing one piece of the puzzle I needed, like a birth date or last name or even her exact death date. I knew I couldn’t ask Alex to attempt finding her because he wasn’t allowed to use the FBI database for personal reasons, but I was tempted to beg him. I knew I could always just ask my dad point-blank, but he had never been willing to divulge details about her before, and I doubted that had changed.

Still, I tried as hard as I could with the information I did have. I searched newspaper obituaries for the year after I was born, but that came up empty. I either wasn’t looking in right papers or they had never printed an obituary for her. My search was beginning to seem hopeless. 

Before I knew it, it was Saturday again, and it was time to tell my father about the fact I was dating the man who had killed his son. It wasn’t exactly a conversation that anyone was prepared to have in their lifetime. And trust me, I knew how messed up it sounded, but I also knew Alex’s side to the story and the reasons behind the fatal shot that killed Dean. We had all made our choices, and unfortunately, there were consequences for everything we did.

I made the drive back to the prison and then went through the rituals to enter the premises that would become habit eventually.

I was led back to the visiting room and then sat down at the table where my father was already waiting.

“How was your week?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “Uneventful. Days seem to blur together, but I was really looking forward to today. I want to hear about your week,” he replied.

“My week was pretty uneventful too. Just work mostly,” I told him, purposefully evading the topic of Alex for now. I cowardly did not want to spend the entire two hours explaining my choice in men, so I figured I’d let the cat out of the bag sometime around five minutes before our time was up.

“You don’t have to lie to spare me,” he responded, and I felt my heartbeat pick up the pace. How would he know?

“I can imagine you and Camilla have been getting into some trouble. You two were always doing something you shouldn’t.”

I smiled, realizing his meaning. “Oh, well, she tries, but I’ve changed a lot in this past year, Daddy. I’ve been going to church again,” I clued him in.

He nodded approvingly. “Your nonna would be proud,” he commented. “You remember how insistent she was for us to go when she was alive.”

I nodded. “Do they have a church service here?” I wondered. “Maybe you could check it out.”

“Oh, Princess. It’s way past the point of return for me, but I’m happy to hear you’re going. Why don’t you put in a good word for me, huh?”

I couldn’t help but laugh once. I had said almost the exact thing to Alex when we first started to date. And I’d never forget what his response had been.

“I think He’d rather hear from you,” I replied, repeating Alex’s words.

My dad shrugged. “I’ll think about it, alright?”

I knew that was as good as I was getting.

“So, you meet any nice guys in that church you go to?” he asked. “I may not be on the outside, but a father always worries about these things.”

I made a face, wishing he could have waited to ask the question until...well, never.

“Actually, yes,” I answered reluctantly, and before he could start grilling me about who this guy was, I spoke again. “I need to tell you something, and I want you to let me explain before you decide to say anything, okay?”

The color immediately drained from his face. “Listen, I don’t know who this guy is, but I swear I will have some associates find him to teach him an important lesson on treating my daughter with respect,” he spoke angrily.

His words shocked me, and it took me a second to register what he thought was going on.

“Daddy, no,” I protested as I shook my head in denial. “Oh my gosh, I am not pregnant if that’s what you’re thinking,” I told him in mortification. “See? This is why I didn’t want you to speak until after I’ve explained.”

He motioned for me to continue. “Then please explain before I pop a blood vessel.”

I didn’t want to tell him he still might want to prepare himself for that blood vessel exploding. I just took a deep breath, readying myself for the backlash I was going to get. 

“Okay, I just want you to know that I’ve been seeing Alex again,” I told him as I dared to look at him before I continued.

He opened his mouth to say something when I held up my hand to stop him. “Just let me speak, please,” I said and continued. “I love him, Daddy. I know it doesn’t make any sense to you, but if you knew him like I do, you might understand where I’m coming from.”

“That man killed your brother,” my dad stated angrily, and I could feel the visitors on either side of us getting uneasy. “Does that not matter to you at all?”

“Of course it does,” I retorted, trying to keep calm despite the fact I was getting emotional too. “He was my brother, and I loved him. But Alex is not the bad guy in this.”

He made a face. “Oh, no. He’s not the bad guy because he’s a Fed. He shoots someone, and he’s automatically labeled a hero.”

“Do you even know the full story behind that night?” I asked him.

“Why’s it matter? My son is dead, and I’m in prison. That’s all I need to know.”

“It should matter,” I responded. “Dean was using a wounded agent as a human shield as a last-ditch attempt after he lost in a shootout against the Feds, and Alex did what he did in an effort to save his partner. Maybe that doesn’t mean anything to you because you don’t know or care about that agent, but Alex did. And like it or not, Dean was in the wrong that night.” 

“And this Fed isn’t in the wrong because, what, he carries a badge?” my dad retorted.

I looked down and exhaled sadly. “Someone is always going to look like the bad guy from a certain point of view,” I spoke as I looked back up. “I miss Dean too, but blaming Alex is not going to bring him back. I got to know the man behind the badge, and to sum Alex up by his job or by what happened that night would be a gross misrepresentation of his heart. Look, I don’t expect you to like this, but I just thought you should know.”

He nodded once coldly as he went quiet for a few moments, and I just let him process. I had no idea what he was going to say next, and I waited impatiently for him to speak. I wasn’t expecting him to take the news well, but I was hoping we could get past this without ruining what little relationship we had been building since his imprisonment. 

“How does he treat you?” he finally asked seriously.

I hadn’t expected that response, and at the thought of how sweet Alex was, I smiled slightly. “Like a princess,” I assured him.

“Good. Because if he ever hurts you in any way, me being in prison will not stop the torment that will come his way. I still have contacts on the outside who would love to do me some favors,” he professed in front of the officer standing guard near him, but the officer didn’t even flinch.

“That won’t be necessary. He’s a good man, Daddy,” I told him.

He laughed once without humor. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

I looked away, wondering if I should tell him what I wanted to tell him to show him just how good of a man Alex really was. “Well, maybe let his actions speak for him,” I spoke. “You should know that it’s because of him you weren’t sent to a supermax prison even though there were some who were petitioning for it,” I told him without outing Erik. Because Erik’s hatred for my father was not nearly as scary as my father’s hatred for Erik.

He actually looked taken aback by this information. “Why would he do that?”

“Because you’re my father, and he knows how much you mean to me,” I answered him.

He looked away from me with an expression of deep thought on his face. He didn’t move or say anything for what felt like forever. And finally, when he unfroze, he spoke. “Let’s talk about something else,” he finally said decidedly.

I looked down sadly and nodded, those not the words I was hoping he’d say.

I knew what I wanted to talk about, but I wasn’t brave enough to ask him about my mom, especially after our conversation about Alex. I figured I’d give him some time to cool down before I brought up another painful topic. So instead, I brought up my job, but I could tell he was only half-listening, and I knew his mind was still on Alex. Well, at least the truth was out, and I could tell Alex I had followed through with my promise—maybe at the expense of my fragile relationship with my father.
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I had made plans with Alex for him to come over that night so I could make him and Camilla dinner. But as we all sat down at the dining table to eat, the conversation quickly went to my visit with my dad.

“So...I’m dying to know, how did it go with your father?” Alex wondered as he took a bite of food.

I made a face. “About as well as it could have, I guess. He was pretty upset,” I told him honestly.

“Well, just as long as he didn’t threaten to kill me again,” he replied.

“Wait,” Camilla interjected. “Did you seriously tell your dad about Alex?”

I nodded to her question.

“What? Why?” she demanded as she looked between the two of us. “You two could have totally kept that from him for your entire lives. Jeez, if I had that option with my own father, I’d utilize that privilege without a second thought.”

“I think it would have slipped out eventually. Besides, I wouldn’t feel right lying to him,” I justified myself.

“Why’s it matter?” she wondered. “He already doesn’t have much to live for. The least you could’ve done is make up something about you being with a doctor or lawyer just to make his life suck a little less.”

I gave her an unamused look.

“I think it was very brave of you to tell him the truth,” Alex input. “And he has a right to be upset.”

“Thank you, Alex,” I said sweetly to him.

“Sure. Brave,” Camilla agreed, and then with a taunting look, she added, “But stupid.” 

I shot her a look back. “Shut up. Or next time I visit him, I’m telling him who drank his Macallan Lalique scotch.”

Her eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would,” I disagreed.

“Well, when you tell him, you can let him know it wasn’t even that good,” she said with sass.

I couldn’t help as I laughed at the situation and her lack of remorse.

“What is Macallan Lalique scotch?” Alex wondered.

“Only about a $140,000 bottle of whiskey,” I clued him in.

Camilla had helped herself to it one night. My dad had never found out it was her, and I swore to take her secret to the grave, lest he put her in the grave for drinking one of his most prized possessions.

Alex made a face. “Whew. Good to know I won’t be the only person Matteo wants dead.”

“Oh, don’t you start now too,” Camilla berated him.

My mind drifted back to telling my father the truth. Had I made a big mistake? He was the only immediate family I had, and if I blew my relationship with him, I really wouldn’t know where I belonged. I felt my heart being convicted to find my identity in Christ alone, but I reasoned with my feelings, telling myself I had a right to have an earthly family as well. I supposed my family was sitting right here with me now.

Then why did I feel like a part of me was so unsettled?

“Hey, speaking of your father and the good, old days,” Camilla chimed in as she grabbed her phone. “Did you see this?” she asked me as she pulled up a post on one of her social media accounts and handed me her phone to look at an article.

“Wasn’t that creep who sent you that letter a while back named Moretti?” she asked as she showed me a memorial obituary for Giovanni Moretti.

“What letter?” Alex asked, but I ignored him.

Giovanni Moretti had been one of the other major crime bosses of the Mafia in New York City. He and my father had been strong allies for years. His son and underboss, Michael, had attempted to make an alliance with me, but let’s just say he wasn’t quite the old-fashioned gentleman his father was. The obituary stated Giovanni had passed away last week, and I knew what that meant for the underworld. Michael would now be the Moretti boss. I couldn’t say that was good news for them, and I was glad to be out of that scene.

Alex leaned over to see what I was looking at. He only needed a few moments before he understood. “Did you know him?” he wondered.

I nodded. “He was good friends with my father and one of our strongest allies.”

“What about his son, Michael? Did you know him?” he then asked.

I looked to him, surprised by his knowledge. But I really shouldn’t have been. He was an FBI agent, after all. I nodded to his question. “Yes, but not well. We didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye.”

“What letter is Camilla talking about?” he then questioned.

“Oh, it was just a stupid card he sent me as an intimidation tactic right after my father was arrested. He’s a total psycho pig and was probably just worried I was going to take my father’s place and come after him for how he treated me.”

Alex nodded as he thought. “But you haven’t heard from him since?” he made sure.

“Nope,” I assured him.

“And you haven’t received any threats from anyone since then?”

“No. After my father’s empire crumbled and everyone involved went MIA, I think most families assumed I did too. Except Michael, but honestly, I don’t think he ever really took me seriously. And since no one really knows what happened the night of my father’s arrest, everyone has just left me alone.”

If the underworld families had found out I had been working with the FBI, I would’ve had a target on my back, but since that side to the story had remained a secret, I was free to go on living my life. The Mafia wasn’t something you could normally just get out of. Members were bound by oath and by blood, but I was pretty sure they had all believed I’d fail anyway, so they had all left me alone. For that much, I was grateful.

This seemed to appease Alex’s mind, but I couldn’t help but wonder what Michael’s reign would do to the underworld, and therefore, to Alex’s job. Alex said nothing more about the Moretti family, but I had a feeling he had been looking into their syndicate for a while now. I didn’t ask because I knew he couldn’t tell me anyway, and I was quickly growing accustomed to the secrecy surrounding his job.

A few weeks passed, and the visits with my father remained civil. He refused to mention Alex, and I waited for him to deal with my taste in men. Still, I supposed it was better he said nothing at all than to say the things he was probably thinking.

On top of that, since my conversation about the Moretti family with Alex, he seemed to be extra secretive. When he’d get a phone call, he made a point to leave the room, and when I’d ask him about his day, his answers were vague. I was pretty sure his distance didn’t have anything to do with our relationship, but it was difficult to be sure when he refused to tell me anything.

Finally, after about two weeks of him acting this way, he asked me out to coffee at the coffee shop we’d met at—when I had accidentally spilled my drink on him. We hadn’t gone to “our place” in a really long time, so I was hoping it was a way for him to make amends for how distant he’d been lately.

“Is everything okay between us?” I asked him straightforwardly as we found a table to sit at after getting our drinks from the counter.

“What, why?” he asked in surprise, and I realized I might have been reading too much into his actions over these last few weeks.

I shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant. “It’s just, you’ve been acting kind of distant lately. You seem to have a lot on your mind,” I told him.
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