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PROLOGUE
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Luna

LYING ON MY BED IN the orphanage staff quarters, I listened to the commotion outside. The whole staff was celebrating; the children were giddy with anticipation, waiting to open the presents arranged under the big Christmas tree. The festive spirit had infected everyone.

I wasn’t on the work schedule that day, but I’d be staying with them anyway. There was nowhere else for me to go. To be honest, even if I’d had other plans, I wouldn’t have gone. Simply because, aside from being incapable of facing the world outside, there was no one I wanted to spend the holiday with. The truth was, maybe I didn’t have anything to celebrate.

My life had always been hard. In fact, my situation before I arrived at the orphanage wasn’t much different from after. It was far worse, because even when I still lived with my father, I felt utterly alone. No matter how hard I searched my memories, I could never recall a single day when someone had stood up for me. In my entire life, I’d never had anyone to care for me, love me, protect me. All I’d ever had was a man who destroyed my soul while beating my body.

When I lived under the same roof as my father, we barely spoke. I never knew my mother, and Signor Jonas never said anything concrete about her. The story always varied: she was dead, she’d left out of disgust for me, or she’d simply vanished into the world because she was a tramp. That’s exactly how my father spoke of her. In the end, I would never know the truth, so I’d given up, long ago, feeding any hope about it.

At one point in my life, I even fantasized that my mother would come back to get me, to rescue me from the miserable life I led with my father. It never happened. And as the years passed, I accepted it. I was almost twenty-one, and if by then she hadn’t returned, it was obvious she never would.

[image: ]

SINCE I’D ARRIVED AT the orphanage over three years ago, I’d had no news of my father. Vincenzo, the Esposito who rescued me, had guaranteed he would never bother me again, and I was relieved. Maybe some people wouldn’t understand that feeling—after all, he was my father—but no one would ever know all the things I’d lived through and felt while under that man’s care.

In that house we lived in, there was no peace, no love, and certainly no hope. The only certainty I had was that the man who was supposed to love and protect me hated me the most. I had no idea why my own father despised me so much, but I could feel his dislike and revulsion every time he looked at me.

While I lived with Signor Jonas, he spent all our money on gambling and prostitutes. I was a little girl, his responsibility, his daughter; providing basic care was the least he should have done for me while I couldn’t yet take care of myself. Yet there was never any money left to buy food for us, or at least for me. I’d been so hungry I’d fainted from weakness.

Once, desperate with hunger, I took a can from the fridge labeled Messina and drank it. I didn’t even know what it was, but I thought it might dull the ache of hunger. I knew it was my father’s because I’d seen him buy and drink many of them in front of me when he was home. Even seeing me starving, he never offered me any, making it clear it was for him alone. And I... Well, I never thought of disobeying, I was terrified of him, but my stomach wouldn’t stop hurting.

With the first sip, I thought it tasted horrible, but it seemed more substantial than water, so I drank the whole can. The next instant, I felt strange, dizzy, with a powerful urge to pee. My stomach churned automatically, and I ran to vomit in the bathroom, barely making it there. The feeling was awful; I could hardly stand. I completely lost control of my legs.

I brought up all the bitter liquid, and immediately felt weaker than before. I didn’t understand how my father could drink that horrible stuff and apparently enjoy it. He must have really liked the taste, because he always had a satisfied look on his face.

A few hours later, when Signor Jonas came home, he found me lying down, my stomach still churning with a fierce headache. He went straight to the kitchen, and I froze, imagining him opening the fridge. When he noticed I’d drunk one of his cans, my father was furious.

“You drank my beer, you little burden? Who said you could?” I shrank into the sofa, terrified. “You’re nothing but a drain, you pest! You’ve never been good for anything. Useless. I should have drowned you when you were a baby.”

“I’m sorry, Papa. I was so hungry.” By then I was already crying, because his expression left no doubt my action would have consequences.

Even though I was used to his violent treatment, I was petrified just thinking about what would happen. On other occasions, he’d beaten me until my body went limp. Belt, wire, piece of wood... Anything served as an instrument of torture. The man who called himself my father had a black cane, and once he broke it across my back while beating me.

Of all the horrible things I imagined, he managed to surprise me. I expected punches to the head, slaps to the face, or hair-pulling, as that happened often. However, I grew confused and afraid when I saw my father take a fork from the cutlery drawer and carry it to the stove. I would never forget his laughter as he executed his plan. Signor Jonas seemed happy to see the terror that was surely stamped on my face.

“I’ll teach you not to touch my things, you thieving little bitch.”

I wanted to get up and run, but I still felt dizzy. I barely had any strength, and on top of that, fear paralyzed me. Trembling, breathless and sobbing, I watched that man move. He lit one of the stove burners, heated the fork in the flame, and without pity, burned both my hands with the smoking steel.

I screamed, cried, and begged, but no one came to help me; not that day, not ever. Worse than the burning pain on my skin was the pain I felt in my soul, realizing I was alone in the world. That was the first time I asked God to take me. I just wanted it all to end. Either way, I knew if I died, no one would miss me.

When the torture ended, I went into shock. Only after a few minutes did I realize I’d wet my pants. Without a care for anything, my father went to the bedroom, lay down, and slept, while I cried hard and quietly, afraid of irritating him again.

The next day, my hands were a horrible, painful mess. The monster who called himself my father looked at my raw skin without a shred of remorse and kept threatening me. I’ll never forget hearing him say:

“If you steal from me again, I’ll burn a T for truffatrice on your forehead.”

After that, I could only sleep with my hands under the pillow, a way to protect myself from Signor Jonas’s cruelty. Even after so many years, just looking at the scars on my hands made my heart race and ache.

At fifteen, tired of being beaten and having nothing to eat, I offered to work in some of the neighborhood houses. I didn’t live in a rich area, but most residents had a much better life than mine. So, I made myself available to clean, wash, or cook; even so, it was hard to find work. Some neighbors said I was too young; others, that I was so skinny I wouldn’t have the strength to hold a bucket; but most claimed they couldn’t afford to pay me.

Desperate, because no one would hire me for a wage, I started looking for work in exchange for a plate of food. That’s how I managed not to starve until just past seventeen. Each day of the week, I worked in a different house, receiving a meal at lunch and another at dinner as payment. I did everything: cleaning, washing and ironing clothes; when I learned to cook, I fell in love with it.

At that time, my biggest dream was to study gastronomy and open a restaurant. An impossible dream, given my reality. It would be a huge stroke of luck just to eat, so studying was a luxury I knew I’d never have.

As if to prove the saying “it can always get worse,” my father came home one ordinary day and, without explanation, dragged me by the hair to the Alcatraz nightclub. To pay off a debt he’d made there, he gave me to a monstrous worm who raped me. I tried to resist, cried, and fought as hard as I could, but besides being raped, I was beaten badly. That animal would have killed me if I hadn’t given in.

It was impossible to remember that day without a panic attack. The nightmares invaded me almost every night, and the pain of the memory remained latent in my chest.

After getting what he wanted, the bastard took me to the staff dormitory at the club. I just cried. Feeling sorry for me, the girls tried to comfort me and asked about my story. I told them briefly, and they advised me that at the first opportunity, if I saw any man from the Esposito family, to tell them what was happening. In that moment, I learned that despite being mobsters, the club owners didn’t condone rape or the exploitation of women.

I followed their advice. As soon as I saw one of them, even though I was terrified and had no idea of the best way to approach him, I asked for help. I had nothing to lose. In fact, if he killed me, it would be a help; it would end my suffering. Dying would kill my pain too.

That’s how I discovered a mobster had more humanity than my own father. Vincenzo Esposito killed the man who raped me and took me to the orphanage. I would be grateful to him and his family forever, because in my new home, I had the chance to experience a different life; I even learned to read and write. What saddened me was knowing I could only stay there until I came of age.

When I turned eighteen, I was terrified, because I had nowhere to go. Besides, the thought of facing the outside world sent me into a panic. So, when I was offered a job at the orphanage, I didn’t hesitate to accept; and even as a registered employee, I continued studying. I received a decent salary, had housing, food, and healthcare support at the Esposito family’s luxurious hospital. For the first time, I was treated with love and dignity.

When I arrived at the orphanage, still very fragile, I had medical exams to check my health and took medication for thirty days to prevent sexually transmitted diseases. They were medicines that made me vomit a lot.

Thank God, I recovered physically, despite everything. However, Amanda Esposito—the sweetest woman I’d ever met, and to whom I would also be eternally grateful—knew my soul was damaged. So, she referred me for psychological support.

The sessions with Raphaela Esposito helped me immensely. I would have died without the support and therapies they provided me at the orphanage. Still, even though the psychological help was indispensable, I felt that not even all the psychologist’s efforts would be able to save me. Something had broken inside me, and I knew it could never be fixed.

In the first therapy sessions, I wiped my palms on my clothes and kept my head lowered, avoiding Raphaela’s gaze. I still didn’t feel ready to talk about anything that had happened, or about my feelings, because it was too painful. With all her professionalism and patience, Raphaela respected my limits and gave me all the time I needed.

When I finally opened up, I told her I still felt guilty for the bad things that had happened to me. I couldn’t stop thinking that on that night when the bastard violated me, I should have fought harder or died trying. I also felt cowardly for being afraid and, in doing so, allowing him to touch me. I felt dirty remembering those filthy hands roaming my body and all the horrible things he said and did.

Over time and with psychological support, I became kinder to myself and learned to move forward, but there was still a huge hole in my chest. I didn’t know if I would ever forgive myself. Often, I convinced myself I would never be truly happy or capable of living an ordinary life, like other girls my age.
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I LIVED ONE DAY AT a time, struggling to overcome the bad memories and move on. I was never a sociable girl and tried to be invisible at the orphanage too, until one day I arrived for another appointment and Raphaela asked me to wait a few minutes in her office while she attended to a child in the dormitory. I sat in my usual armchair, my back to the door, and got lost in my thoughts. A short time later, the door opened, and I thought it was her, but I froze when I heard a male voice.

“Rapha?” The gravity in that voice made me tremble from head to toe. I could barely breathe. “Hi. Raphaela’s not here?”

I remained silent and paralyzed, feeling my eyes burn with unshed tears. My heart raced, and a feeling of panic took hold of me.

“Hey, girl! Are you mute?” A huge man with a mean face appeared in my field of vision. “I want to talk to Raphaela. My mother said she’d be here and...”

My sweat turned cold, and the air seemed to stop reaching my lungs. I felt suffocated. Panic seized my body, and I remained frozen until the man took a step forward. Seeing him get closer, I shrank back and felt I might faint at any moment.

“Easy! It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. I just want to talk to Raphaela. I’m Theo, her cousin. I’m not an enemy. Relax. Breathe,” the man spoke softly and slowly, but nothing he said calmed me.

Despite his size and mean posture, he seemed as startled by my reaction as I was by his approach.

“What’s your name?” I didn’t answer. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. Trust me.” He stepped back, noticing that calmed me a little. “What’s your name?”

“Luna.” I could barely hear my own voice, but to my surprise, he understood.

“Luna,” he repeated, as if trying to remember something. “That’s a very beautiful name. I’m Theo Esposito, Raphaela and Vincenzo’s cousin—the guy who brought you here. We’re on the same side, so I won’t hurt you. Please, calm down.”

He was so large and imposing that the delicacy with which he spoke to me seemed out of place. His calm voice soothed me momentarily, but suddenly I broke into a cold sweat again, my vision darkened, and I felt I really was going to faint.

Theo

I WAS DRIVING TOWARD the hall where the family Christmas dinner would be held, but my thoughts were far away. I felt restless. Luna’s frightened eyes hadn’t left my head since I first saw her, ages ago in Raphaela’s office. The thought of her spending that night alone at the orphanage disturbed me.

I never quite understood why, but I worried about her. The girl seemed so... defenseless. I would never forget the way we met, the terror I felt watching that small, fragile body crumple before my eyes. Fuck, the girl collapsed right in front of me!

That day, I’d come to the orphanage to speak with Raphaela and went straight to her office, since my mother said she’d be there. I wasn’t prepared for what I actually found: a fragile-looking stranger staring at me as if I were a monster. I exchanged only a few words with the girl before panic settled into her eyes. Moments later, she simply fainted.

I had to rush to catch her, and she very nearly toppled from the armchair she’d been sitting in, visibly cornered. I hadn’t even touched the girl, and she was terrified of me. What the hell?!

Vincenzo had told us about her case a few years back, but I hadn’t imagined any of this. Since I’ve always had a good memory, I remembered the name as soon as she spoke it. Luna. I also remembered that we’d dealt with her bastard of a father, sending him straight to hell.

I gathered her small, inert body into my arms and was at a loss for what to do next. If she woke up in my hold, she’d be even more terrified. Fortunately, the office door opened, and Raphaela appeared to save me.

“What’s going on here, Theo? What happened to her?” My cousin was shocked, taking in the scene.

“I... I don’t know. I came looking for you, and she panicked when she saw me. I tried to calm her down, and it seemed to be working, but she just fainted.”

“Shit, Theo! She suffers from panic disorder and must have been frightened because she doesn’t know you. Come on, let’s take her to the infirmary.”

I followed my cousin, carrying the girl, who weighed almost nothing, and carefully laid her on the cot. She looked even more fragile, pale and cold and undoubtedly underweight. The terrified look she’d given me in Rapha’s office wouldn’t leave my head. Had she mistaken me for someone else?

Raphaela asked me to step back a bit and, with the nurse’s help, roused the girl.

“It’s all right, Luna. Don’t be afraid. I’m here with you,” my cousin spoke to the girl with an angelic face, soothing her.

The girl didn’t answer. Instead, her gaze went straight to me.

“It’s okay. This is my cousin Theo. He won’t hurt you, I promise.” Raphaela held the girl’s trembling hands as she continued to wear a tense, frightened expression.

That bothered the hell out of me. The girl seemed too young and innocent to carry so much trauma. Thinking about it made my stomach twist, and I decided to let her recover without my presence. I wasn’t doing her any good, yet an insane instinct to calm her, to make her feel better, seized me. I thought of Antonella, of how protected my sister was by my father, my brothers, and me, and I wished her father were still alive so I could do the job myself this time.

I wanted to help Luna, and at that moment, the best thing I could do for her was to walk away. So, ignoring my own desire, I left the infirmary.

Luna

“THERE! HE’S GONE NOW,” Raphaela called my attention back to her as soon as her cousin left the infirmary.

“He... didn’t do anything to me. I... I don’t know what happened. I panicked when he walked into your office. It was me... I’m the problem. He didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know, Luna. And it’s okay. Given your history, this is absolutely normal. I need to study more before I give you a diagnosis, but I believe you’ve developed a case of androphobia.”

“Andro-what? What’s that?”

“A psychological disorder that causes an irrational, intense fear of men. After everything you’ve been through, it’s understandable. Together, we’ll overcome this.” Raphaela gathered me into a sisterly hug. Only then did I allow myself to cry.

What she said made perfect sense. After all, my father was the first man to break my heart. It left painful wounds in me that would last a lifetime. I had no choice with him, but I would have a choice with all the others. So, I should stay away from any man who crossed my path. Since then, Raphaela helped me work through it, and we made a lot of progress.

Theo came to the orphanage other times, but he never approached me again, though I noticed his glances. I didn’t know why, but my heart would race, my breathing would grow shallow, and I’d sweat and tremble when I saw him; but it wasn’t in a bad way anymore. That man wouldn’t hurt me, though the approach of any other still made me nervous.

[image: ]

SINCE I WAS ACCEPTED into the orphanage, I’d never gone anywhere. The possibility of passing through those gates made me apprehensive. There were many men providing security for the place, and though I couldn’t even get close to them, I felt safe knowing they were there to protect all of us.

I shook myself from my thoughts and looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost 9 p.m. Even though I felt better with therapy, I still got depressed at various moments, with no energy to get ready. Even so, I forced myself to get up. I’d already showered, so I combed my hair and put on the dress Raphaela gave me as a gift. I’d spend a little time with the girls, have supper, and return to my room.

Almost at the dining hall, I felt someone’s presence. Startled, I looked around and froze.

Theo

UNCERTAIN OF WHAT I was doing, I veered off the path to the hall where the Christmas dinner was being held and drove to the orphanage. Once there, I didn’t know where to look for her; the only thing I knew was that I needed to see her. I walked toward the dining hall, from where ambient music and a murmur of voices came, but I saw her before I reached my destination. I stopped, since she hadn’t seen me yet, and leaned against the wall with my hands in my pockets. I watched her silently, noticing how beautiful she was, and was even afraid to breathe, lest I startle her again.

As soon as Luna saw me, I noticed her body grow tense; her breathing, shallow. She was clearly nervous.

“Please, don’t be afraid of me.” That was the first time we’d spoken since the incident in Raphaela’s office. “I won’t hurt you... Ever.” I insisted, seeing she didn’t respond.

“I know.” After a few moments, her voice came out trembling.

Hearing her caused feelings in me I couldn’t describe. Suddenly, I was startled to realize I was smiling.

“I have a present... for you,” I announced, as softly as I could.

“A present? Why?”

“Well, it’s Christmas. Besides, I thought of you when I saw this and bought it.”

“You don’t have to give me anything. I already got this dress from Raphaela, plus sandals and a bag from Amanda. It’s more than I need, since I never even go out.”

“You... would you like to go out?” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so unsure approaching a woman.

“What?” Luna seemed genuinely surprised.

“Would you like to go to dinner with me tonight?”

“No.” She dismissed me faster than I’d anticipated. “I can’t... I...”

“Can’t or don’t want to?” I wanted her company regardless.

“I’m sorry. I have to go.”

She took two steps back, walking backward as if fighting her own will to leave. But I needed a little more of her presence.

“Wait... You haven’t even taken your present! And it’s rude to refuse a gift.” I held the wrapped package out toward her, smiling. With that, I noticed she calmed a little.

“Okay.” She approached and took the package from my hand, avoiding my eyes. “Thank you very much, but you really didn’t have to.”

“You don’t even know what it is. Open it.”

“Now?”

“Of course. I want to know if you like it.”

With visibly trembling hands, she opened the bag and took out a small box. When she opened it, it revealed the golden necklace I’d had engraved with the name Luna and the image of an angel at the tail of the letter A.

“You like it!” I stated. The smile that broke across her face soothed me. Without realizing I’d been holding my breath, I let it out.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you so much, but I don’t nee—”

“Of course you needed it,” I interrupted her immediately and held her gaze with mine, noting her nervousness. “Merry Christmas, my angel.”

I was satisfied with the progress we’d made, but I didn’t ignore the trauma she still carried. It wasn’t my intention to push too hard, lest she regress in her treatments.

“Merry Christmas, Theo.”

I winked at her, turned my back, and without waiting, walked away. I left her alone, certain that, despite everything, we affected each other.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Luna

One Month Later

I WOKE BEFORE THE ALARM went off, sat up in bed, and took a deep breath, savoring the last few minutes of silence I’d have. Soon, I’d be in the dining hall, helping set up breakfast. My job was to help care for the orphaned children, kids like me, and that brought me comfort. If I’d spent my whole life in an orphanage like the Espositos’, things would have been different for me, so I felt happy they had the luck I never did.

I was the only staff member who didn’t share a room. Most of the girls slept in the communal dormitory, but my little slice of paradise was a simple, separate room. It wasn’t because I was better than anyone else, but because my nightmares disturbed the other staff’s sleep.

When Amanda asked if I’d be okay alone, after the other girls complained, I said yes. Truthfully, I even preferred it that way, as I’d always appreciated silence. I was used to solitude. Besides, in the moments when the house was quiet, it was a sign my father had gone out, and consequently, I was safe from his rage.

Even years after Jonas had disappeared, I still had very real nightmares. In most of them, my father found me at the orphanage, beat me, and forced me to leave with him.

I got out of bed and went straight to take a shower, to shake off the sleep and start the day. It was still 5 a.m., and breakfast would be served, punctually, at 7:30. The children had a daily routine centered on play and educational activities, so the day started early; before 6 a.m., we had to be in the dining hall, ready to work.

When Amanda offered me a position at the orphanage, she let me choose the area I wanted to work in. She said work was the one thing they weren’t short of, as more children arrived every day, and consequently, more staff needed to be hired. I chose to work in the dining hall because I loved to cook.

[image: ]

THE ESPOSITO FAMILY had earned my complete admiration after I came to live at the orphanage. I’d already heard about them—after all, everyone in Italy knew that powerful surname, especially in the neighborhood I’d lived in, where crime rates were high. The Espositos were known as vigilantes, because when someone tried to disturb the peace of the area, they were quickly eliminated. Because of this, despite their illicit activities, they had the respect of everyone where I was born.

However, the family’s fame was directed only at the men. We never heard about the women. And everyone knew that was a forbidden subject; no one knew the names or appearances of the Esposito women. Their identities were so well preserved that it was only when I arrived at the orphanage, which was surrounded by security, that I got to meet them.

They were all beautiful, kind, and welcoming. Despite their wealth, they showed themselves to be humble, down-to-earth women; many of them worked at the orphanage, where they treated all the staff very well. But Raphaela was, without a doubt, the Esposito I’d grown closest to. I got along with Sophia, too; at first, I confused the two of them, and that brought us closer. Besides, I adored her fun-loving nature. The men showed up now and then as well, but I always preferred to be invisible and avoid them.

Therapy with Rapha helped me deal better with my trauma, but the idea of having a man very close to me was still frightening and made me nauseous.

After that Christmas night, Theo Esposito continued making sporadic visits to the orphanage. Whenever possible, I hid from him, because I found it even more dangerous that he was the only man I didn’t feel such revulsion looking at.

Thinking of him, I unconsciously brought my hand to my neck and felt the necklace he’d given me. I’d never owned a piece of jewelry before and I’d fallen in love with that one. Since I got it, I hadn’t taken it off, though I always kept it tucked inside my shirt, to avoid drawing attention.
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WHEN WE FINISHED PREPARING breakfast, I went back to my room to take the medication I’d forgotten. I needed to take it on an empty stomach because my stomach was always hurting. The pain was so frequent that Amanda asked the orphanage doctor to examine me. At the end of the consultation, the doctor said the pain was caused by my emotional state, so it wouldn’t go away until I improved psychologically. He prescribed one medication to take on an empty stomach, and another, every night. He also advised me to see a neurologist, in addition to therapy, and so I did.

I swallowed the pill with a glass of water and quickly left the room, because once the children finished breakfast, I’d help clean up the dining hall. On the way, passing by the outdoor area of the dormitories, I heard a male voice and tensed up. I already recognized that voice; I’d memorized it after our few conversations.

He was talking to a woman whose voice I didn’t recognize. I didn’t want to hear their conversation, but there was no way to leave without being seen. So, with my heart racing, I hid to wait for them to finish their business, so I could go on my way, undisturbed.

“I never got another call from you. Did I do something you didn’t like?” The woman’s voice sounded syrupy sweet.

“You didn’t do anything, Angelina. I’ve just been swamped.” You could hear the note of impatience in Theo’s justification.

“Too swamped even for me?” The woman questioned him in a strange, almost forced way. I couldn’t quite explain it.

“Too swamped to even fuck you, yeah.” Theo emphasized the ugly word.

How crude! After what I heard, I wondered why Angelina put up with that. Did he mistreat and threaten her to stay with him? But... why did he give the necklace to me, and not to her, if they were dating? I felt bad with that realization; my breathing quickened and my hands grew clammy. I need to get out of here.

I’d been feeling much better about my disorder. Raphaela had diagnosed androphobia in its early stages, so with the help of therapy and the anti-anxiety medication prescribed by the neuropsychiatrist who was also treating me, I’d soon be cured. In fact, the episodes were no longer frequent, but some situations still triggered me; like that conversation I’d overheard, for example.

I felt dizzy and took an involuntary step back, but ended up tripping on a tree root and fell, making noise. In a matter of seconds, Theo was standing in front of me, watching me. His presence was so intimidating that I shrank back on the ground. He was wearing a black suit and dark sunglasses, which made him look even more severe.

“What happened, Luna? Are you feeling unwell?” Unlike what I’d heard earlier, he showed gentleness and concern for me.

Theo took off his glasses, and when his blue eyes met mine, I felt something strange, something I couldn’t decipher. Theo Esposito was a mobster, but he never looked at me like one.

“Can I help you up?” He stretched a hand toward me, cautious. His voice sounded hypnotic.

That man left me speechless. Incredibly, he didn’t spark fear in me, like the others did. Near him, I only felt a discomfort. In that moment, I realized once again that I needed to be careful with him. The ones who project safety are the most dangerous.

“No need, I can get up by myself. I tripped.” I stood up under his watchful gaze.

“You’re trembling. Do you want me to call Rapha?”

“Wow! So much concern. She’s a big girl, Theo!” Only when I heard Angelina’s interjection did I remember her presence.

From her expression, the woman was angry that I’d interrupted their conversation. However, the look Theo directed at her was one of reprimand for that comment. Faced with that awkward scene, I ignored them both and decided to leave right away.

“Excuse me. I need to get back to work.”

I ran, without looking back, as fast as I could. Theo Esposito didn’t seem to be a physical danger to me, but he was certainly very dangerous for my mind.

Theo

“WHAT’S YOUR DEAL WITH that messed-up girl?”

I’d never noticed how grating Angelina’s voice was until that moment, when she called for my attention. It took me a few seconds to process a response worthy of that question, because I was distracted, watching Luna run away from me again.

“You’re the messed-up one! From the start I was honest, making it clear we’d only have casual, consensual sex, nothing more than that. Now, you insist on demanding my presence in your life as if we were dating.” Angelina’s eyes widened.

I didn’t want to hurt her, so I’d been as patient as I could. But the truth was I hadn’t been interested for a good while, and she didn’t get that. Her insistence was irritating. Besides, I would never let Angelina talk about Luna like that. She had no idea what that girl had been through.

“Why are you defending her? Is that girl fucking you too?”

“It’s over, Angelina. Move on with your life and find someone else to fuck you, because it’s not happening with me anymore. Oh, and leave Luna alone, because if I find out you’re bothering that girl, you’ll have to deal with me.”

I turned my back before I got even ruder than I intended, because the way she was referring to Luna pissed me off.

For a while, I even avoided bringing my mother and Antonella to the orphanage because of Angelina’s stalking. She wasn’t raised there, like most of the staff. I met her working as a dancer at Vanity, the family club I manage; I noticed, watching rehearsals, that the girl was uncomfortable in that role, so I called her for a frank talk. She told me she’d never worked like that before and that, in fact, her only job at the club was to dance; she didn’t sleep with clients for extra money, like most of the others.

The dancers at Vanity didn’t work as prostitutes for us. They went out with clients by their own choice, outside the club environment. Because of that, the money was all theirs; the house didn’t take a cut.

Back then, Angelina said she only kept working as a dancer because she needed the money for rent and food. I offered her a job at the orphanage, so she’d have a clear salary, since at our institution we provide food, housing, and healthcare for our female staff.

She accepted right away, but then wanted to show her gratitude. I made it clear she didn’t need to do that, because I hadn’t done anything in exchange for sex, but she insisted, and I gave in. At the time, it didn’t seem like a bad idea—the girl was cute and wanted something I could give her: sex. However, time passed, and while I found our sex increasingly boring, she got clingier.

“Theo.” Antonella was walking toward me, serious. “You haven’t forgotten what I asked you, right?!”

“No, Nella. But I don’t think it’s a good option, and I’m sure our father won’t either.”

My sister wanted me to reserve the largest VIP booth at Vanity for her birthday, but even though it was one of the family’s more low-key clubs, my father and I didn’t like her going there.

“Don’t worry, I’ll handle your Lorenzo.”

“You say that because you know our father does everything you and Mama want.”

“Exactly! I need to take advantage of being the only little princess in the house, surrounded by a bunch of brutes.”

“If he says yes, I won’t oppose it.”

“Then, reserve the date!”

“Fine, Antonella. Was that all? I need to go!”

“Why are you treating me with this bad mood?”

“It’s nothing, princess.” My conscience weighed on me, because I didn’t like taking my irritation out on my sister. “I’ll reserve the date at the club for you. Now, I really do have to go.”

I cupped the sides of her face, kissed her head, and without giving her time to fire off more questions, I left.

Luna

AFTER WE CLEANED THE kitchen and dining hall, we started preparing for lunch. I separated some items I knew we’d need, but was interrupted by the head cook.

“Luna, can you check the truck of vegetables and greens that just arrived, dear? The list is on that counter.” Margherita pointed to a sheet of paper near us.

“Of course. I’ll go right now.”

I left the dining hall, a little apprehensive about the novelty of that task, but I controlled my nerves. I knew no one would hurt me there.

The young man unloaded the greens and vegetables, and I checked everything against the list Margherita had given me. Confirming everything was correct, I cleared him to take the boxes to the kitchen; it was the same team that always made the deliveries, so he knew the way.

I took the chance to use the bathroom before returning to the kitchen. As I was leaving the room, I found Angelina standing at the door, apparently waiting for me. I tried to sidestep and leave, but she grabbed my arm tightly.

“Listen here, girl. I don’t want you snooping around my boyfriend and me.”

“I... I wasn’t doing that. I was just heading back to the dining hall when I passed by you two.”

“I bet you fell on purpose to get my man’s attention.”

A cold sweat ran down my spine, but more than nervousness, it was my irritation at that accusation. This girl is crazy!

“I didn’t do any of that, Angelina,” I said, making my voice firm.

Everyone considered me weak because of my history. It was true, I didn’t have the street smarts most girls my age had, but the therapy sessions had been teaching me not to let anyone humiliate me or walk all over me. No one was better than me.

“I don’t care about you, much less your boyfriend. If you’re happy in a relationship where the guy talks to you the way Theo talked to you, go right ahead, after all it’s your life. I would never accept it, but not everyone knows their own worth!”

I prepared to leave, but Angelina gave my arm such a hard yank that I fell to the floor. Before I could get up, I heard a shout from the end of the corridor.

“Hey, what’s going on there?” Sophia Esposito walked down the corridor with her daughter in her arms and holding the hand of Anthony, her older son. Her elegance was exuberant atop thin, sky-high heels. A true lady, something I’d never be.

Angelina took off running as soon as she saw our boss. Sophia walked quickly to where I’d fallen and put her daughter down to help me up.

“You can run, you bitch! I’ll get you later!” my boss yelled, looking in that direction. Despite my bad situation, I felt like laughing. “That was Angelina, right?”

“Let it go, Sophia.” It was still strange for me to call the Esposito women by their first names, but they insisted on it.

“Let it go, my ass. She knocked you to the ground. You could have been hurt! This time, I’ll just give a warning, but the next time she tries to hurt you, I’ll grind that bitch’s face into the asphalt. Let’s see if she’ll have the guts to hit me.”

“I think Theo wouldn’t like you hitting his girlfriend.”

I jumped at the sound of the laugh my therapist’s twin sister let out. While I flinched and shuddered, the kids laughed too, following their mother’s lead.

“First of all, it’s no use calling me Sophia and then immediately calling me ‘ma’am.’ I’m not that much older than you, Luna. And second, that sucked-dry mango is not, never was, and never will be Theo’s girlfriend. She only said that to intimidate you.”

“Sucked-dry mango?” I held back a laugh. Even without understanding, I suspected it was a bad adjective.

“Oh, come on, are you telling me that dried-out, artificial blonde hair, the color of egg yolk, doesn’t look like a sucked-dry mango?”

Immediately, the image of Angelina came to mind and I couldn’t hold back a laugh; the kids laughed again.

“Hey, stop laughing. It’s not nice to make fun of people. Mommy only said that because that mang... that girl tried to hurt Aunt Luna. But don’t repeat it!”

Sophia turned serious as she scolded her children, so I stifled my laugh to make things easier for her. No wonder Vincenzo seemed so smitten with his wife; she really was a special, different kind of woman.

“Back to the subject, Luna. Angelina is not Theo’s girlfriend. At most, she’s a fling. But when he finds out what that cow did to you, she won’t even be that.”

“Please, don’t tell him anything, ma’am... Sophia.” I wanted to avoid more trouble. I had nowhere to go, so I couldn’t risk being thrown out.

“Mhm. I won’t tell a thing. Don’t worry.” Shit! She’s going to tell. “Relax, Luna. Nothing will happen to you, because you’re under my husband’s protection. I’ve also noticed Theo has a tendency to protect you, so it’s all good. The Espositos know how to take care of a woman like no one else.” Sophia winked at me, and I wasn’t sure whether to feel happy or terrified.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Theo

THE FIRST WEEK AFTER Christmas, I moved into my own house, inside my family’s compound. Dona Camila Esposito, my mother, even put on a whole dramatic production to stop me, but even though she was the woman of my life, she wasn’t going to convince me.

Living in a full house like my parents’ was both wonderful and terrifying. I’d had a happy, chaotic childhood and adolescence, but the time had come when I felt the need for my own corner. I’ve always liked silence, and living with Camila and her crew, that was a hard thing to come by.

My mother almost never complained about the mess my siblings and I made when we were younger, because she preferred to join in and make a mess herself. We got older and things calmed down a bit, but still, I felt I needed privacy. So, I moved.

I woke as soon as the sky lightened, but stayed in bed for a while, enjoying the silence and peace of my own room. I got up and went straight to the kitchen. Just as I was about to turn on the coffee machine, the doorbell rang. Insistently. I got worried by the sheer number of rings—it had to be an emergency.

Even though I knew the compound was an extremely secure environment, I grabbed my gun, just in case, and ran to answer whoever was at the door. Sophia appeared before me, spitting fire and jabbing her finger in my face.

“Listen carefully to what I’m about to tell you, Theo Esposito. Either you get your pet whore under control, or I’ll do it myself!”

Sophia was so angry she just marched right in, poking her finger into my chest and shoving me. I kept walking backward until I sat down on the sofa, under the threat of that bloodthirsty Vincenzo-terrorist. It was almost funny that such a tiny little thing could be so brave, but, as my cousin said, Sophia had zero awareness of her own size.

“What are you talking about? What whore?”

“Don’t play dumb. Who else but that bitch Angelina? I know everything, my dear. I have my sources.”

“Your source is named Vincenzo Esposito, I’m sure. I don’t know what happens to the guys in this family. After they get married, they turn into gossips.”

“My husband is not a gossip! We’re partners and we tell each other everything. And if he doesn’t tell me, I find out, obviously.” I almost laughed. Poor Vincenzo! That was the absolute truth. “It’s no use trying to distract me, Theo. I’m warning you, if your whore messes with Luna again, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

That’s when Sophia got my full attention, and her attitude stopped being amusing at all.

“What did Angelina do to Luna?” I stood up from the sofa, tense.

“I don’t know exactly. Luna is too sweet to speak ill of anyone, and the little suck-up ran off, scared of me.”

I didn’t understand the ‘suck-up’ part, but I didn’t even bother asking, because I was more concerned with what concerned Luna.

“What exactly do you know, Sophia?”

“That cow pushed Luna on her way out of the bathroom. The girl fell to the floor and...”

“What?” My blood boiled. I’m going to kill Angelina.

“Exactly what you heard. For some reason, probably jealousy over your dick, she harassed Luna. I saw it yesterday, when I arrived at the orphanage.” My cousin was practically smoking with anger. “Luna is under my protection, I won’t let anyone hurt her. Vincenzo told me the girl was raped, and Raphaela told me she’s one of her most delicate cases, with the hardest past. I don’t know exactly what happened, because professional ethics don’t allow Rapha to tell me, but I know it wasn’t pretty. What I do know is that girl already has enough problems without having to deal with that unloved bitch Angelina.”

“I have nothing with Angelina.” I took a deep breath, because I was pissed. If I ran into her right then, I’d be capable of doing something stupid, so I needed to calm down.

“Well, she thinks she does! She even told Luna she’s your girlfriend.”

“Son of a bitch! I always made it clear that what we had was just sex, and for a while now, not even that. She knows it’s over and...”

“What the fuck is going on here?” Sophia and I both jumped when we saw Vincenzo standing in the doorway, looking at us full of fury.

“Nothing’s going on, man. Don’t be jealous.”

“Why are you shirtless in front of my wife, while she looks pissed at you?”

“I really am pissed at him, love.” Sophia moved away from me and went toward her husband, but before reaching him, she turned back again. “Do something about it, or I will. That bitch messed with one of ours, but she doesn’t know the wrath of Sophia Esposito.”

“I’ll handle it.”

“You’d better!”

“Who are you talking about? Can someone explain?”

“I’ll tell you everything, love. Let’s go home, because I haven’t even had coffee. I woke up and came straight here to sort this mess out.” The crazy woman left, pulling her husband along, and closed the door.
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WHEN I PULLED UP IN front of the orphanage, I sent a message to Angelina saying I needed to talk to her. Seconds later, the woman knocked on my car window, asking to come in. I unlocked the door, she sat in the passenger seat, smiling, and tried to kiss me. I turned my face away, and at my rejection and serious expression, her smile died.

“What’s with that face?”

“I told you to stay the fuck away from Luna!” I let all my dissatisfaction and anger show, and she shrank back in her seat.

“That unbalanced girl already ran to tell you what happened, huh? She’s crazy, Theo. Don’t beli—”

“Shut the fuck up! You don’t know what you’re talking about! If you’d been through half of what Luna has, you’d have killed yourself already.”

“I won’t let that girl come between us.”

“You’re insane!” I took several deep breaths. “We were never together, for starters. No one can come between us, because we never existed as a couple! I’m warning you for the last time: leave Luna alone! She has nothing to do with my decision to stop fucking you! It’s over, goddammit!”

“But we were so good together, Theo. You can’t just give up like this.”

“Stop humiliating yourself, for fuck’s sake. Find someone who actually wants you and will claim you. That guy isn’t me. I warned you from the start it was just sex, and desire ends eventually. Mine ended.”

“That little sneak plays the victim to get your sympathy, but she’ll see...”

At that threat, my patience vanished. I didn’t want to humiliate Angelina, but if she laid a finger on Luna, I’d lose my mind.

“Listen very carefully to what I’m about to tell you, girl.” I used my coldest, most threatening voice. “If you go near Luna again and, especially, if you lay a finger on her, I won’t be responsible for my actions. You’ll have me to deal with. And what’s more, I’m not the only one you’ll be picking a fight with. Sophia is dying to teach you a lesson. So don’t mess with her, and especially don’t mess with me!” I didn’t even need to raise my voice. Angelina knew I’d never make an empty threat. Still, she tested me.

“What are you gonna do, Theo Esposito? Don’t tell me you’re going to hit me!” she taunted.

“I got you this job here, at the orphanage. I can take you out of here in the snap of my fingers! And just so you know, it wasn’t Luna who told me anything, it was Sophia. She’s itching to get her hands on you. You’d better watch yourself.”

Angelina didn’t retort anymore. Instead, she remained seated, arms crossed and sulking, staring straight ahead.

“Did you understand what I said?” She didn’t answer. “Did you understand, goddammit?”

“I understood!”

“Then you can go.”

The woman got out of the car, slamming the door, without looking back. I waited for her to go into the orphanage, parked my car, and got out, because I needed to talk to Luna. I went to Raphaela’s office, because I didn’t want to scare the girl, like what happened when we ran into each other; my cousin was the only one who could help me.

I knocked on Rapha’s office door, and she opened it herself, but closed the door behind her to talk to me.

“I need your help.” I wasn’t a man for half-words. I always liked to get straight to the point.

“For what exactly, Theo?” She crossed her arms in front of her body and leaned against the door, defensive; she probably guessed what I wanted.

“I need to talk to Luna, but I don’t want to scare her. I thought you could be a bridge between...”

“She’s here,” Rapha interrupted me, surprising me.

“Why? Is she okay?”

“Sophia told me what happened yesterday, and I wanted to know if she was all right. I’ve already informed Aunt Amanda about Angelina’s behavior, and she’ll be called in for a talk. We don’t tolerate violence among staff, after all.” Raphaela was being hostile, though she was normally a sweet woman.

“Why are you treating me like this? I’m pissed at Angelina too.”

“You should be more selective about where you put your genital organ.” Even when fighting, Rapha was delicate, very different from Sophia, who had no problem saying the word ‘dick’ and many other curses. In fact, she swore more than some of our soldiers.

“That was a long time ago. We have nothing anymore, and I made it clear to her.”

“But it seems she didn’t get the message.” My cousin was really angry. She looked at me seriously, still leaning against the door with her arms crossed.

“I want to see her. I need to talk to her.”

“It’s better if you don’t, Theo! Episodes like yesterday’s can cause her to regress in her treatment. Luna’s case is delicate, but we’ve been making great progress, so she needs to continue having peace and security. I’ve already told you this. So please, cooperate.”

“I just want to talk to her, nothing more. I won’t touch her. Why the resistance?”

“Your presence could trigger something, because of her syndrome, and I don’t want to ruin all the work and progress we’ve made.”

“Why a trigger? I would never hurt her.”

“I know that, Theo, but her mind works differently. The androphobia is...”

“What? What the hell is that?” I’d heard Raphaela mention it on Christmas dinner day, but I wasn’t so involved back then, so I didn’t pay much attention to the subject. But everything had changed. Now I needed to understand what she was talking about.

“Shit!” My cousin scolded herself when she noticed that, this time, it had caught my attention. “I’ve already said too much, and it’s not ethical to talk about my patients. Go away, Theo. It will be better for her.”

Raphaela wouldn’t say anything else, so I grabbed my phone and quickly searched for that term. The answer I found shocked me.

Androphobia: Psychopathology; morbid fear; horror of the male sex.

I looked at Raphaela, my mouth agape. That explains a lot.

“What... How is that treated? There’s a cure, right?” I felt dizzy with that information.

“Exactly how it’s being treated: therapy sessions and medication for anxiety. We started treatment in the early stages of the syndrome, so she’s been making great progress. But don’t focus on that, because it’s not the most serious and relevant part. The androphobia is a consequence of trauma, which in Luna’s case is extensive and very serious. She still has many triggers, Theo. Do you understand now why she needs peace?”

I nodded, but I was still trying to process that situation. I felt lost, but I could understand Luna’s behavior much better.

“I’m sorry. I... I’ll stay away from her. I didn’t want any of this to be happening. I haven’t had anything with Angelina for a while. In fact, I never did, because it was just sex. She knew that, but she still hasn’t accepted it well. I’ll make sure she stays away from Luna, and if the warning doesn’t work, I’ll ask Amanda to fire her.”

Raphaela nodded, and I realized I had nothing more to do there. So, stunned, I left quickly, without even saying goodbye.

Luna

HEARING THEO’S FOOTSTEPS fading away, I moved away from the door and sat back down in the armchair. Now he knows and... he cares. His voice sounded worried and sad when he said he would stay away from me. But... Why am I not happy? Having him distant would be good for me, for my treatment... Isn’t that exactly what I wanted? So why this tightness in my chest?

Unanswered questions consumed me, and my stomach ached. I just wanted to lie down on my bed and sleep until the next day. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath just as Raphaela came back into the room.

“I’m sorry, Luna. It was my cousin.” She sat down across from me.

“I know. I heard the whole conversation.” I decided to be honest with her; after all, the truth was always the best option.

“Then you know that, unintentionally, I told him about the androphobia. Actually, I’d already let it slip before, but Theo didn’t pay attention like he did now. I’m sorry. I was nervous, I didn’t mean to say it, but...”

“It’s okay, Raphaela. I don’t mind that he knows. To tell you the truth, it’s good, because now he’ll stay away from me.” My chest hurt with that statement, and the feeling left me uneasy.

“Is that what you really want? You don’t seem happy about him giving up.” Raphaela leaned back in her chair and looked at me attentively.

“It’s just that... I realized he cares. And I’ve never... never...”

“Never had someone care!” She finished the thought I couldn’t voice. It was painful to admit that truth.

“Does my cousin awaken any feelings in you, Luna? You can be honest with me and, most importantly, with yourself. We can work on it.”

“I don’t know. I’m afraid, but not of him. It’s more a fear of feeling, of getting hurt, of not being valued. Still, somehow, when he’s near me, I feel... sheltered.”

“I understand, and I think that’s perfectly normal.”

“The agony I still feel near other men, the urge to run and hide when any other man approaches, I don’t feel that with him. Not anymore. I have no idea why he’s different from the others, and to be honest, I’m afraid to find out.”

“My cousin would never hurt you physically or emotionally on purpose, because you’re right, he cares about you. However, I don’t know if an involvement between you two would be good for your emotional health. Theo lives in a violent world. By now, you know a lot about who we are. You worked at Alcatraz and you know what our family’s businesses are...”

“Actually, I already knew the Espositos were a mafia family. Where I lived, people know your family runs Italy, that’s why everyone respects them. But I only discovered at Alcatraz that you are more human than many citizens who call themselves upstanding men.” Raphaela’s eyes widened. She hadn’t imagined I knew so much. “In fact, I know what Vincenzo did to Mattia, the club manager.”

“Doesn’t it scare you, knowing he killed that man?”

“He wasn’t a man, he was a rapist.” Raphaela nodded with a faint smile and reached her hand across the table to hold mine.

“You are a very strong girl, Luna. I’m proud of you. Never forget who you are, and never feel like you are anything less than wonderful.”
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WHEN I LEFT RAPHAELA’S office, I headed for the cafeteria. In the hallway outside Amanda’s room, I saw the door open and Angelina emerge, head down. I tried to think of a way to change course, but it was impossible. She came face to face with me, and my whole body went rigid. I thought she might do something, her expression was pure hatred, but she did nothing except lift her head and glare at me. We stared at each other for a few seconds, until she stepped around me and stalked off, her footsteps heavy on the floor.

I fought the urge to turn and run back to my little room and hide for the rest of the day, and I won. I took a deep breath, went to the bathroom to splash water on my face, and continued to the cafeteria. I had a lot of work to do.

Theo

“YOU HEAR WHAT I SAID, Theo?” Noah snapped, pulling me back. I’d been miles away.

Before heading to Vanity, I’d gone to the company because Noah wanted to talk to us. He’d scheduled this meeting for the morning shift, and I’d shown up, but my head was nowhere near that room.

“Sorry, Noah. I got distracted. Can you repeat that?”

“Distractions like that can get you killed!” He looked at me, serious and pissed. Faced with that accurate reprimand, I could only nod in agreement. Even so, I couldn’t stop thinking about Luna.

“I was saying the new weapons shipment we’re getting is the most valuable one to date. We bought the most modern, powerful hardware in the world. We cannot risk this merchandise falling into the wrong hands, for both financial and security reasons. So, in addition to the usual escort, we’re planning a more robust and effective security scheme. The chance of anything going wrong needs to be zero, because if even one of these weapons ends up in the hands of one of our enemies, it will be a massive problem.”

“Right.”

“I want you all to personally organize the escort for the cargo arriving in Sicily early this morning.”

We all nodded, then the other guys asked a few questions while I stayed quiet, forcing myself to focus. At the end of the meeting, Noah dismissed us and we got to work.

I spent the afternoon organizing everything for the new shipment’s arrival. Hours later, when the security plan was complete, I headed to Vanity to begin the second stage of my work.
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CHAPTER 3
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Luna

BY THE END OF MY SHIFT, I was exhausted, physically and mentally. So when I got to my room, I spent a few hours lying down, staring at the ceiling and thinking about my life. It was late and my head was throbbing, but I couldn’t fall asleep, so I decided to take a shower. The hot water always helped me relax, and that was exactly what I needed, because my muscles were tense.

My favorite part of the day was when I retreated into the solitude and safety of my room. It was uncomfortable being in crowded places, because I didn’t like being touched or stared at.

Raphaela said it was important for me to socialize with other people, in environments that felt safe, and that at some point I should try to leave the orphanage to get some fresh air. She always claimed that my father and Mattia were no longer a threat to me. The animal who raped me was dead; and as for my father, no one was sure. His death had never been confirmed, but his silence was an answer. I imagined he was dead, too.

Thinking that way, my psychologist was right to say the world was no longer a real threat to me. The dangers common to everyone would always exist, but there would be no one out there anymore who wanted to lay hands on me specifically. Still, no matter how much I wanted to overcome this obstacle, convincing myself to cross those gates was difficult—after all, the worst prison is the one in your own mind.

I took off my clothes and closed my eyes under the shower spray. When the lather from the shampoo I was working into my hair ran down my body, Raphaela’s words came back to permeate my thoughts: “My cousin would never hurt you physically or emotionally on purpose, because you’re right, he cares about you.” That echoed in my mind over and over.

I poured some liquid soap into my hands and spread it slowly over my body, until my own touch began to bother me. I remembered again the places that monster had touched me, and instantly, my hands trembled. Trying to rid myself of that feeling, I grabbed the loofah, slathered on an excessive amount of soap, and scrubbed my skin again, this time without any gentleness.

I just wanted to scrape that filth off me, but it was impossible, because it wasn’t just on my body, it was in my memories. No matter how much soap I used or how hard I scrubbed, I never felt clean enough.
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