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Constance

United States

Past

THE GARDEN AT MY MOTHER’S employers’ house is my secret paradise.

I don’t get to play here often. She only lets me come outside when the owners are traveling, because she says I can’t “mix” with their younger son or with any guests’ children.

And am I, like, cookie dough, meant for mixing? I just want to play.

Today I snuck out here without her knowing, but even getting my ear pulled or being grounded will be worth it, because this is going to be one heck of an adventure.

I watch my best friend, the younger son of my mom’s bosses, climb the tree to tie the sheet to a branch, and even though I’m scared he might fall, I know he’s strong as a superhero.

I wish they had a little girl, but they only have two boys.

No. They have one boy—Italo, who’s twelve, is my only friend and three years older than me—and another, grown-up son, Ruggieri, who’s twenty, and who looks like a villain from the fairy tales my mother used to read to me at bedtime, back when I couldn’t read by myself.

Ruggieri is already a grown man.

He has the face and voice of a bad guy.

A voice like thunder. A face like a villain. It even rhymes.

He also never smiles, not even at Italo.

I think he doesn’t like me because every time he sees me, a “V” appears between his eyebrows, especially when I’m playing with Italo.

“All set, Constance!” my best friend says, finishing tying the sheet to a low branch of the tree.

I told him I felt like swinging today because I was hot, and that a little breeze on my “face” would feel really good.

Italo went inside and came right back with a sheet I thought was really pretty. He said he was going to make a swing for me.

I got scared because I think this sheet belongs to his mother and Signora Claudia will yell at us if she finds out we’re using it to play, but Italo told me not to worry, because his mother never gets mad at him and he’ll take the blame to protect me if we get caught.

I look at the makeshift swing and feel like I have butterflies in my stomach. It looks high, but I like heights and anything that scares me.

Most girls my age are terrified of horror movies. I love watching them and think it’s so cool when the monster chases the actors! I’d like to meet a monster and fight it. I’d be smarter than it and maybe even get it to be good.

“Constanceeeeeee, wake up!”

“Oops, I spaced out.”

Italo laughs because he knows it happens a lot. He says my head is always “in the clouds,” but the truth is I like to daydream. I make up stories in my mind.

“Are you sure it’ll hold my weight?” I ask, but I’m already excited.

“Of course it will! Just hold on tight. I’ll push slowly at first, I promise. And if you fall, I’ll catch you in mid-air. I’m a superhero. You said so yourself.”

“You are, but you don’t fly, as far as I know, and if I break an arm, besides the pain, I’ll get yelled at by my mom and be grounded.”

“Don’t be afraid.”

He helps me climb onto the swing and I grip the silk of the fabric—I know it’s silk because their mother says she only sleeps on “silk,” and the sheet belongs to her.

I asked Mama what silk was and she told me it’s a fabric rich people love.

“Hold on tight so you don’t fall.”

“I thought you were going to save me if I fell.”

“And I will, but I don’t want you to get scared or cry.”

He starts to push me and after the initial fear, I giggle because I feel my favorite butterflies in my stomach.

“We could be brother and sister, right?” I say after a few minutes. “You’re so good to me, Italo.”

“No, I don’t want to be your brother. I’m going to marry you when we grow up. You’ll be my wife. A mafia regina.”

I open my mouth to tell him he shouldn’t say the word “mafia.” I don’t know what it means, but I’m sure it’s a forbidden word because once I said it, after hearing Italo’s parents talking about it, and my mother didn’t let me watch TV for a week.

Before I can tell Italo I don’t want to be a queen because they wear weird clothes, I hear footsteps and almost fall off the swing when I see who it is.

Ruggieri.

Uh-oh!

Italo immediately stops pushing, his eyes turning to his older brother.

“What’s going on here?” Ruggieri asks, and I shiver with fear.

Italo starts to speak, but his brother looks at me.

“Constance, go inside. Now.”

His voice sounds so angry that I scramble off the swing and end up falling to the ground.

I scrape my knee and it hurts like hell, but I don’t cry, and when Italo comes to help me, I don’t let him, because I don’t want him to get yelled at because of me.

I run into the house, but I hear Ruggieri ordering his brother not to play with me anymore.

He also tells Italo to get the idea out of his head that I’ll be his “regina.”

I don’t know why he always seems so mad at me.

Maybe he doesn’t like kids.

That’s fine. I don’t like adults like him either. In fact, I don’t like him.

And I think I’m going to agree to be Italo’s “regina” just to make Ruggieri angry.
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Constance

United States

Nine Years Later

SHE’S DELIRIOUS AGAIN.

I rest my hand on her forehead just to confirm my suspicions, because I already know Mama is feverish. I don’t need a thermometer to tell me that; I know the signs by now when she takes a turn for the worse.

I thank God that Signora Claudia, ever since Mama fell ill, has been kind enough to let us occupy a guest room on the second floor, instead of staying in the servant’s quarters where we’ve always lived, a room that stays cold even with the central heating on.

The mattress in this room is soft and covered with linen sheets. The furniture is as beautiful as that in the other suites of the Marchese Trovato mansion.

I offer a silent prayer, asking God’s forgiveness for having misjudged the Marchese Trovato matriarch all these years.

Claudia can be a bit of a snob and not particularly warm, but she has a good heart, or she wouldn’t have let us stay on the upper floor.

Sitting beside Mama’s bed, I lace my fingers with hers while I watch the ashen tone of her skin.

Mama looks small and fragile now. Her eyes, which were always so full of life, are sunken and shadowed, and the way she looks at me is as if she’s already part of the other world. One where there is no more pain, and this damn disease that has attacked her won’t make her suffer anymore.

I read in a book the other day that true love is selfless. It makes you think of the other person’s well-being instead of your own loneliness when you imagine your loved one departing, finally at rest.

I’m ashamed to admit my love isn’t that beautiful. It’s very selfish, because even though the doctor treating her has already told us the rare syndrome my mother suffers from has no cure, I can’t imagine my life without her.

It’s not just that, aside from a few distant relatives scattered across the country, I have no one else; it’s because I love my mother with all my heart.

She shifts in the bed, as if trying to “shuffle” backward on the pillow, but with a sigh, she gives up.

“Are you comfortable, Mama?” I ask, forcing a smile, trying to seem strong.

The doctor said most of the time she isn’t aware of the world around her, and maybe that’s for the best.

She nods, seeming to look at me without seeing me.

“You’ll be all right without me, Constance?”

Her voice trembles and I feel as if a knot has lodged itself in my throat.

I want to beg her not to say that because she’s going to live forever, and those words sound like a goodbye. I’m only eighteen and I’m not ready to say goodbye to my mother yet.

Will I ever be?

But I know I can’t be selfish and tell her how the thought of being alone fills me with panic.

“I will be, Mama.”

“If you need protection, ask Italo. Are you two still friends?”

I open and close my mouth a few times, surprised she has the clarity to remember our childhood and teenage friendship. I feel a little bad for never having told her that the affection we always had for each other turned into a little romance just before he left for Sicily three years ago.

However, I know I can’t do that because Italo and I agreed to keep it a secret until he returned.

When he left, he explained he needed to do some training within Cosa Nostra, the Sicilian mafia that all the Marchese Trovatos are part of, because in the future he would have an important role within the Organization, but that he would come back for me because my destiny was to be his queen.

At first, right after he went to Europe, I cried every night because I missed him, but for the last few months, I’ve had to make a daily effort to remember him. Now that I’m technically an adult, since I just turned eighteen, the time we spent together while I was growing up seems more and more distant.

No one knows about our relationship except the two of us. He asked me to be patient and said when he came back, we’d get engaged.

At the time, it seemed like a dream. What girl wouldn’t want to marry her best friend?

I love him with all my heart because Italo is, after my mother, the person I adore most in the world.

He’s protective and affectionate, yet something has shifted inside me.

Besides, I don’t know if I want to be engaged so young. We never really dated properly, except for some heated kissing, and even then, when things got hot, he’d tell me we had to stop because he wasn’t made of iron and he wanted me to marry a virgin.

“Why would I need protection?” I deflect, because I don’t want to lie to her about Italo and tell her that if we marry, he’ll protect me anyway, but I also don’t intend to break my promise to him to keep our relationship quiet.

“Because the world we live in isn’t the one from fairy tales with the good guys, my dear.”

It’s the first time Mama has mentioned anything related to the fact that our employers are mafia.

In the past, when I asked her about “Cosa Nostra” after witnessing dozens of meetings with men who had faces as mean as Ruggieri’s, she scolded me and said what happened in the Marchese Trovato house was none of our business.

Even though she hasn’t used the word “mafia” directly now, we both know what she means.

“I know how to take care of myself. And yes, Italo and I are still friends. We talk on the phone every week.”

I don’t add that sometimes he goes more than twenty days without calling. He apologizes and says he has a lot of work to do in Italy, but he’s always kind and sends me a gift asking for forgiveness.

She gives me a sad smile.

“I should have left with you while I could, but I was a coward.”

“Because you were afraid of my father?” I ask, seizing the opportunity now that we’re already on the forbidden topic of the Sicilian mafia, and bringing up something that has bothered me since I was a little girl.

I never met my father, and even though my mother has been the best I could wish for, I wish that just once she would have sat down with me and told me who he is and why they didn’t stay together.

I see her eyes close and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s tired or avoiding the subject, but I decide to let it go. I’ve learned my mother has many secrets and that most of them, at least, she doesn’t intend to tell me.

I’m sure she does it to protect me, though I don’t want that protection. I’d rather know the whole truth.
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Constance

Two Weeks Later

THE MANSION’S KITCHEN is swallowed by silence and darkness, and I tiptoe in what I hope is the direction of the refrigerator.

I’m on edge because my mother took a turn for the worse this week and the doctor said there’s nothing more to be done, that any stronger medication than what she’s already on could have the opposite effect and become fatal.

Whenever her health falters, when I’m certain she’s in pain, I can’t sleep either. Just like when I was a child, what calms me is a glass of warm milk.

I open the fridge and its inner white light is the only thing capable of bringing a little brightness to the room.

Normally, I don’t take food or drink from the employers’ refrigerator, since the little room we lived in until my mother worsened and was moved upstairs has its own fridge. But, because I’ve been so worried about being near her in case she needs me, I forgot to buy milk.

With the fridge door open, I stretch my arms high above my head, because my whole body feels sore. I’ve been eating poorly and sleeping little, afraid that if I’m away from my mother for too long, she might slip away alone, trapped in that bed.

I have nightmares about it. In them, I miss the chance to tell Mama one last time how much I love her and how honored I feel to be her daughter.

It’s not something I want her to know just because she’s on her deathbed, but because it’s true. Mama is the strongest woman I know. She’s a rock that, even in the fiercest storms, won’t be shaken, and I feel like I’ll never be able to thank God enough for granting me the privilege of being raised by her.

I spin around, thinking I hear footsteps, and for a moment I freeze in place, my breath caught, but after forcing myself to listen for any sound for over a minute, nothing happens and I almost laugh at myself, remembering how Italo used to say, when I was little, that I was a scaredy-cat.

Is it sad that thinking of my secret boyfriend doesn’t make me miss him physically, but rather the time when our only worry was climbing trees?

I close the fridge door, grab the heavy glass bottle of milk with both hands, and set it on the kitchen counter.

And then, I don’t have time to take a second breath before someone grabs me by the neck, shoves me against the fridge door, and presses a gun to my temple.

My brain short-circuits. I know I should scream and announce myself because I’ve clearly been mistaken for an intruder, but all I can do is breathe in the scent of “my” assailant, because I know this cologne and I know who it belongs to.

I couldn’t say how many seconds pass before he realizes I’m not reacting, but I notice the change when the grip on my neck eases and his fingers touch my skin, now almost like a caress.

I’ve lived in this house since I was born, and Ruggieri Marchese Trovato has never touched me before. Not a happy birthday hug. Nothing.

How is it possible that someone I’ve always kept my distance from out of fear—and whom I dislike besides—could make me recognize him in the middle of the night, in this dark kitchen, after not seeing him for years?

And yet, somehow, I know it’s him.

“Constance,” he says, his voice low and rough in its usual commanding tone.

He removes the gun from my temple, but his hand stays on my neck.

I shiver.

Growing up, there were two opposite poles for me. The prince—Italo—and the villain, Ruggieri.

One placed the world at my feet. The other watched me and his brother as if he didn’t want to see us together.

At first, I thought it was because I was the maid’s daughter, but later I began to suspect that Ruggieri simply didn’t like me.

A baseless dislike, perhaps because he wanted to show me I didn’t belong in their world. He treated me like a silly, talkative girl—which I am—not worth five seconds of his time.

To me, he was always the bad man, but as I grew older, I realized my anger toward him had turned into curiosity.

He doesn’t talk much, unlike Italo. He’s like an eagle, observing everything around him. I doubt anyone can tell what’s on his mind, because his eyes are cold and his face remains expressionless when he looks at you.

No one needs to shout for you to know he’s dangerous. There’s a vibration that comes from the person—that same instinct that made our ancestors survive while many others did not—that warns you of peril, and Ruggieri definitely exudes danger from every pore.

I don’t know much about him, except that he owns a law firm that works exclusively with the cousins in Sicily, and though he also has offices in the United States, the headquarters is in Palermo. That’s where he lives.

“What are you doing here?” he growls.

I place my hand over his, trying to make him let go, but instead his grip doesn’t loosen and his body presses forward, pinning me.

I like the feeling because Ruggieri’s body is enormous, like a warm fortress full of hard muscle, but it only takes an instant for me to remember who we are.

Ruggieri doesn’t know that I’m dating his brother, but I do.

It doesn’t matter that it’s a secret, that I can’t even remember how Italo kisses after so much time apart, or that my heart doesn’t even race at the thought of seeing him again.

Even if I break up with him when he returns from Sicily—which seems more and more like the right thing to do, since I can’t imagine marrying someone I feel nothing more than friendship for—Italo has always been the one I loved like a brother, and he doesn’t deserve to be betrayed, even in thought.

I place my hands on the solid chest of the Marchese Trovato firstborn and push with all my might.

His body doesn’t even budge, and when, what feels like a lifetime later, his fingers loosen around my neck, his hand slides down to my shoulder.
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Constance

HE STILL TAKES A FEW seconds before he lets me go.

Yes, he lets me go, because the movement he makes isn’t to put distance between us, just enough for me to slip out of the “trap” between his body and the refrigerator.

Like someone drunk, I stagger as far from him as I can, trying to remember where the nearest light switch is.

Contradictorily, though my legs seem to have lost the power to hold me up, my blood races violently through my veins, adrenaline pumping aggressively inside me.

I turn on the light—or rather, I stumble toward the switch, and the moment I reach it and the kitchen floods with light, I feel Ruggieri’s arm around my waist. I know that if he hadn’t caught me, I would have crumpled to the floor.

My back is to him, half-reclined against the counter, and the position is so intimate my face flushes instantly.

“Are you trying to kill yourself?”

His voice now sounds close to my ear and a shiver runs through me, but this time, it’s him who pulls away, though not before turning me to face him.

I like the thrill of danger, the same one I’ve always felt near him for as long as I can remember, but today, it wasn’t just the usual fear. It was something strong enough to leave my legs weak and my heart performing disconnected acrobatics in my chest.

I have no control when my gaze begins to travel over him completely. It’s as if my eyes have a life of their own.

I see the shoes I know are leather and handmade, since Italo once told me none of the men in his family wear anything mass-produced in a factory. Suits and shoes are custom-made and bespoke.

However, Ruggieri isn’t wearing a suit today. He’s dressed all in black. He wears pants that cling to his muscular legs, a black dress shirt with a few buttons open and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

I’ve only ever seen him in a suit, so the casual clothes make him seem almost human, but when my eyes reach his broad neck and square jaw, I realize it was only a momentary illusion. Ruggieri looks as wild and dangerous as ever.

“Good evening, Mr. Marchese Trovato. Which of the two questions should I answer first?”

He looks surprised.

Perhaps it’s because I’ve never stood up to him before, and Ruggieri caught the irony in my question.

But any confusion he might have been feeling doesn’t last. Soon he’s staring at me again with the villainous look I know so well.

And you know what’s worse? I’m sure Ruggieri doesn’t put on a mean act to scare anyone. He just is that way.

For a few seconds, he looks me in the eyes, but soon his gaze drops and I feel myself sway on my feet when I realize he’s focused on my neck.

Could he be feeling guilty for grabbing me so roughly?

“You didn’t hurt me,” I say.

He repeats what I just did to him, his eyes traveling over all of me, until we’re looking at each other again.

“I didn’t squeeze your throat when I realized it was a woman. I could have broken your neck with one hand, if I’d wanted to.”

Prudence tells me to stay quiet, but the thrill of speaking to the big bad wolf as an equal wins out.

“You wouldn’t shoot me in your parents’ kitchen.”

He crosses his arms and watches me as if I were a little animal from another planet that has suddenly caught his attention.

“Don’t assume anything about me just because you grew up in this house, Constance. You don’t know me.”

Shut up. Say goodnight to him and go to sleep.

“If you strangled me, you’d have to make a body disappear. If you shot me, you’d make a hell of a mess.”

The last words come out as if they’ve been vomited from my chest. They’re thrown out urgently because, right now, I’m an equal mix of fear and recklessness.

I’ve never been this close to the beast’s cage, and I feel brave for facing him.

“If I strangled you or shot you, I’d have someone to clean up the mess before the family woke up.” His voice sounds almost bored, which irritates me. “But now tell me, little Constance, how did you assume I’d be capable of shooting someone? What have you found out about me?”

His tone changes and sends chills down my neck, because I understand that, thanks to my big mouth, I’ve walked into a trap.

Ruggieri is telling me, without needing to use all the words, to stay away from his business and his life, and I know, because I grew up among the Marchese Trovatos, that this is not an empty threat. Everyone in this house, except for me and my mother, are people you don’t mess with.

I researched the Cosa Nostra because now and then, while growing up, Italo would boast that his family was part of the Sicilian mafia, but when I asked my mother about it, she told me never to use that name again, because she needed the job that paid her well and gave her a roof over her head.

“Nothing, except that you’re a lawyer.”

“You’re lying, Constance, but only because I have consideration for your mother, I’ll give you a warning. Keep that pretty mouth shut, along with your ears and eyes. My business is none of your concern.”

A person in their right mind would run from the implicit threat. Apparently, I am not that person, because all that crosses my overloaded brain is that Ruggieri thinks I have a pretty mouth.

Suddenly, I feel as if he occupies every single inch of the kitchen, as if his body and voice fill everything.

I haven’t seen him in much longer than Italo, because he left for Europe years ago.

I heard from Claudia that when they wanted to be with the eldest son, they traveled to Sicily.

“What were you doing here?” he asks suddenly, returning to his initial line of attack.

“What?”

“You don’t live here. What were you doing wandering around my parents’ house in the middle of the night?”
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Constance

I TAKE A MOMENT TO answer, not because I have nothing to say, but to calm myself down.

There’s definitely something about Ruggieri that brings out my worst side, because it’s a struggle not to open my mouth and say that if my life followed the course his brother wants, I’d soon be part of the family for good.

Two things stop me, however. The fact that I promised Italo I’d keep our relationship a secret, and also because, if I’m honest, the chances of me becoming Mrs. Italo Marchese Trovato are slim to none. If I needed proof that I’m not in love with him, this reunion with Ruggieri erased any doubt.

I think when you truly love someone, you aren’t attracted to anyone else.

My desire to provoke him vanishes as if by magic, however, when I remember the reason we were allowed into the bosses’ house.

“Your mother invited us to move in.”

“Why?”

“Mama’s taken a turn for the worse,” I say, not meeting his eyes. “The doctors say it’s only a matter of time until...”

I don’t have the courage to finish the sentence, but I don’t need to, because he understands.

“Your mother is sick?”

I look at him, hoping he’s making some kind of sick joke. How is it possible that Ruggieri doesn’t know my mother is sick when his parents are directly involved in paying for her doctors? When I talk to Italo practically every week and give him updates on her health?

Still, I know Ruggieri would never pretend not to know something like that, and since I can’t ask him how Italo never told him—because as far as I know, the eldest Marchese Trovato son is unaware that his brother and I are together—I prepare to leave the kitchen.

“Yes, she’s very sick. Something rare and incurable. I came to get milk because it always helps me sleep. I didn’t know you were in the house, or I wouldn’t have come down. Good night.”

I do my best to compose myself as I walk, but my composure shatters when, almost at the kitchen door, I hear his voice say:

“You didn’t drink the milk.”

“Um...”

I turn around and walk back to the counter, suddenly feeling intimidated, as I always have around him.

I pick up the bottle with the intention of putting it back in the fridge, but I don’t even get to open it when I hear someone say behind me:

“Why was I so sure I’d find you awake?”

It’s like electricity coursing through my veins.

Fear, insecurity, and the feeling of inadequacy vanish, because Italo’s voice makes me feel at home.

Again, I set the milk bottle on the counter, but now I run into the arms of the one who, as I was growing up, was always my safe harbor.

“You’re back!”

I forget we’re not alone. I haven’t seen Italo in three years, except on video calls, so I wrap my arms around his neck as he lifts me off the floor.

He spins me around the kitchen, making me laugh and want to cry at the same time, because I love him as much as I love my mother.

“Yes, I’m back.”

For several seconds, maybe minutes, I just let myself stay in Italo’s arms. I hold him tight against me, wanting to feel something like the inner turmoil I experienced when it was just Ruggieri and me in the kitchen, but nothing happens.

Maybe when he kisses me, I convince myself, but soon he sets me back on my feet and all I get is a kiss on the forehead.

I know Ruggieri is watching us and that he doesn’t know about the two of us, but Italo hasn’t seen me in three years!

I can’t stop my brain from comparing them. I don’t think my boyfriend’s older brother would act like this if he were committed to me.

No, he wouldn’t, because for starters, he wouldn’t even hide your relationship.

I don’t like where my mind goes. Comparing the brothers isn’t fair. Looking at them both now, even though Italo is an adult, he still seems like a boy.

“How is Abigail?”

“Why didn’t anyone tell me Abigail was sick?” Ruggieri cuts in before I can answer.

“You have your own life. I didn’t think you’d be interested in Constance or her mother.”

Italo shrugs as he says it, and my mood shifts instantly.

My mother’s illness is not trivial. It’s been the drama of my life for the past few months. What kept me from going to the college I’d gotten a scholarship for. What’s kept me from sleeping and made me lose weight. What makes me cry every night thinking that when she’s gone, I’ll be alone in the world.

“Everything that happens with this family is my business, and Constance and Abigail are included in that.”

“Not Constance,” Italo says, and there’s a challenging tone in his voice. Something very subtle, because I’m sure that, like the rest of the world, he fears Ruggieri. Still, I can feel a strange vibration between the two of them. “She’s not your business.”

I look from one to the other. First at Ruggieri, then at the youngest Marchese Trovato. My best friend. My boyfriend and the one who said he’d make me his queen.

I don’t like what I see or what I hear. In fact, I hate the way Italo says it, as if I were his toy to be manipulated at his whim.

“I’m not anyone’s business.” I lift my chin. “I’m an adult and I can take care of myself.”

And then I see, for the first time, the boy I adored my whole life turn into a stranger as his expression closes off and he takes a step toward me.

It’s not like what Ruggieri did. The older brother is terrifying without even trying, but Italo now seems aggressive.

“Don’t challenge me, or you won’t like the consequences!” His voice rises, and the shock of hearing him yell at me is so great that I take a step back and shrink into myself.

Before I can say anything, Ruggieri is between us, his broad back in my line of sight.

“Go upstairs, Constance,” he orders, and I don’t argue, because right now, the last thing I want is to be near Italo.

I’m not sure I know the man in front of me. Three years have passed in sporadic, almost weekly, fifteen-minute video calls.

In them, he was fun and carefree as always, and he never yelled at me.

I’m not sure what would happen if we were alone today.
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Ruggieri

HE EXHALES AS IF DRAWING breath bored him, but I know, because I’ve known him since the day he was born, that he’s trying to control his own fear.

Italo knows he crossed a line by telling me Abigail’s illness was none of my business. Not just because I’m his older brother. Not because I’m the head of our family, but because if he weren’t my blood and had answered me the way he just did, he’d be on the floor with his throat slit while the life drained from his body.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” He finally breaks the silence, looking me in the eye, but his attempt at seeming self-assured doesn’t convince me.

My gaze remains fixed on him, analyzing him.

For three goddamn years, since the moment our father sent him to Sicily, the kid has been nothing but a problem.

In our line of work, you don’t draw attention. You’re not some fucking celebrity posting on social media or gossip sites. You mind your own fucking business and stay in the shadows, because we are born, live, and die for the Cosa Nostra.

The organization and the family are the center of everything.

Yet, instead of preparing for what’s expected of him in the future, he’s been acting like a fucking teenager let loose at a party for the first time, carousing as if the world were ending tomorrow.

There’s a slight tremor in his upper lip, a clear sign he’s shitting his pants and that he’s not as stupid as he seems.

He’s nervous. I can smell people’s fear from a mile away.

“You will not speak to Abigail’s daughter as if she were your pet, and you will not raise your hand to the girl, unless you want to spend the rest of your life with only one hand.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about...”

Few things I despise more than weakness, and it’s even worse to witness it in someone of my own flesh and blood.

Italo can never be what I hoped for him. He lacks inner strength.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” I take a step forward, closing the distance between us. “Constance is not your property. You have no claim on her.”

He crosses his arms, trying to hide his discomfort.

“Constance and I are close. You’ve always known that.”

I can see the conflict in his eyes. He wants to stand up to me, but he knows he can’t, not just because I’m higher on the food chain, but because he lacks the balls.

Italo has always had everything handed to him. There’s nothing on his plate right now that he’s had to fight for.

The saying that easy times make weak men is a reality. My younger brother has never had to fight for anything in his life, so he simply doesn’t know how.

As I keep staring at him, he gets hysterical.

“What did you think was going to happen? I wasn’t going to hit her! And why are you protecting her? You never cared about her. What you just saw is normal for us. Constance knows me.”

“What I saw looked like a threat, not a game. I know you well enough to know when you’re about to lose control.” He takes a step back, trying to create space, but I advance, not letting him breathe. “Fuck your women away from home and leave the girl alone. If I find out you’ve hurt Abigail’s daughter, I will end your fucking line.”

“You don’t understand. You have no idea what you’re talking about. Constance is mine.”

“Your best friend.”

“My woman.”

“You must be out of your mind. She just turned eighteen.”

“We’ve been together for years, and before I left, it became physical. I made her mine, and I’m going to marry her.”

“She was fifteen, for fuck’s sake! What the hell was going through your shit-for-brains head?”

Rage radiates under my skin, and not just because the little shit is claiming he slept with a minor.

She belongs to Italo and reacted to me like that? Because I’m not a boy, and I know when a woman wants me.

Right now, I don’t know who I despise more, my brother or her.

“And you cemented this fucking commitment by fucking everything that moved for the last three years?”

“You know perfectly well it’s different for us men. Constance will be the mother of my children. The others are just for fun.”

Why am I so furious about this?

Because the little princess with the defiant blue eyes deserves more than someone as weak as Italo to call her his wife.

“If you intend to make her your wife, you should respect her. If Constance is to be the woman who bears your children, I won’t allow you to treat her like shit.”

He clenches his fists but says nothing.

My brother knows he has no control of the situation. Within the family, even every breath he takes is by my permission.

“You know nothing about us. Constance is crazy about me.”

“From where I stood, she looked afraid.”

As soon as the words leave me, though, I realize they don’t fit.

No, she wasn’t afraid of him. Constance is afraid of me, always has been, though it’s never stopped her from getting close.

What I saw in her eyes when Italo yelled was disappointment.

Well, if she plans to marry the sorry bastard, she’d better get used to it, because disappointment will be one of the most familiar words in her dictionary.

I stare at my brother, my mind flying to the near future, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t picture him married to Abigail’s daughter.

“She wasn’t, and I didn’t intend to hurt her. Constance has changed, and I just wanted to make sure she knows who’ll be in charge in our house when we’re married.”

“We do not beat our wives, Italo. They will bear heirs and should be respected. Wives are queens. A frightened woman doesn’t respect you. She fears you, and fear is not loyal. Someone who fears you can betray you. Fear can turn to hate. You’ll sleep and wake beside her every day.”

“It won’t happen again. I lost control.”

“Save your fucking fists for fighting someone your own size.”

I turn my back on him, preparing to leave, because right now, I don’t see my brother, I see a coward in every sense.

“Ruggieri?”

“What do you want?” I stop but don’t turn to face him.

“No one can know yet. I haven’t told Mamma or Papa because I was waiting to have time to come back and ask Constance to marry me.”

I give him no answer, and instead of going upstairs—because after hours on a flight I should get some sleep to prepare for the shit that will go down tomorrow at work—I head to the garage and take out one of my bikes.
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CHAPTER 6
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Constance

I’VE JUST CLOSED THE door to the room where I’ve been sleeping with my mother when I see Italo coming toward me, and if it weren’t for the risk of waking her, I’d turn right back into the suite, because he is the last person I want to see right now.

“Constance, don’t run.”

His tone isn’t the same as yesterday’s, when he treated me like a slave he could order around, but rather that of the boy I once knew and loved my whole life.

The problem, in my case, is that I hold a grudge. I don’t forgive easily, and I don’t turn the other cheek to be struck again.

“I’m not running. But if you’ve come to talk to me, I’m not interested.”

I know his and Ruggieri’s rooms are on the top floor, along with the bosses’ quarters.

There’s a separate staircase leading to that floor, so him being here can only mean he came looking for me.

“We need to talk. What do you want me to say? Forgive me if I frightened you yesterday. I lost control.”

If he weren’t the son of the owner of this house, I’d tell him exactly what I think of that “lost control” excuse, but the truth is, with my mother in the state she’s in, I can’t afford the luxury of being without a roof over our heads.

“I had a terrible night. Mama barely slept, so whatever it is you have to say to me, it can wait.”

He ignores my words and steps closer, his hand catching a strand of my hair.

“Don’t be like this, baby. I came for you. I left work behind and came to be with you, so we could decide our future together. What do I need to do? Get on my knees? Because I’ll do it if you want.”

He doesn’t wait for an answer and drops to his knees in front of me.

I remember him doing this in the past, right after our relationship moved from platonic to kissing. His behavior changed drastically, but I thought the way he treated me was because he loved me too much, was too jealous.

Now, though, memories of shouting and even a tight grip on my forearm flood back.

How could I have forgotten that? How did I erase the side of Italo that almost made me break up with him before he left for Sicily?

Yet, what once seemed like a sincere plea for forgiveness now stirs nothing in me.

“I have to go. I need to get my mother’s breakfast ready.”

He clutches my waist.

“Forgive me, Constance, and I’ll never treat you that way again. Ruggieri talked to me yesterday and made me see I have to respect you, since you’ll be the mother of my children.”

I thought this encounter couldn’t get any worse, but hearing from Italo that he didn’t come to me because he realized what a prick he was yesterday, but because his brother pointed it out, leaves me even more upset.

I don’t have time to shove him away, which is what I’d like to do, because in the blink of an eye, he pulls back from me and shoves his hands into his pants pockets.

A moment later, Claudia appears, and I realize he moved away so his mother wouldn’t catch us. He must have heard her approaching.

“Ah, there you are,” the matriarch says to me, and I realize she’s already spoken with her son this morning, because as she passes him she just pinches his cheek, like she did when he was a child.

“Yes. I was just going to prepare my mother’s breakfast.”

“And I was going to visit Abigail,” Italo is quick to say.

“How did she pass the night?” Claudia asks me.

“The usual. A few hours of sleep.”

“Poor thing. If only there were something I could do about it...”

“We are very grateful for all you’ve done, Mrs. Marchese Trovato. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must go because she told me she’s hungry, which is a miracle lately.”

“Go ahead, dear. I’ll go in to speak with her and will find you in the kitchen in a moment.”

I don’t look in Italo’s direction, though I feel him watching me. Right now, I feel nothing good toward him, and my only desire is to stay as far away as possible.
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