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Chosen to be Mine

Chapter 1
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ALIDE

I put on my running shoes and looked around. Ahhhh, Central Park wasn’t in its best conditions, but it still looked scenic. The small hills painted the landscape, the trees were almost leafless, and the squirrels were running around.

One of them, who was approaching me, bolted to a tree, where it hid. A pity, I presumed. I was pondering getting it in my hands. It was a childhood dream of mine.

“Alide, do you really have to go jogging right now?” Rita asked.

She was behind me, sitting on a bench. I gave her a look of ‘I’m not going to change my mind’ and started to warm up. I kicked the air with my knees multiple times, and then spun my arms before stretching them. A gush of wind kissed my thighs. I shivered. I knew Fall was here already, but I didn’t think it was going to be this cold. Should have known better, considering we were in New York and it was one of the chilliest cities in the country. A hand tugged my tight pants for jogging. I snapped my head down and said, “Luca, what do you want?”

“I want to pee,” he said with a feeble voice. I stopped stretching my right leg and put my hands on my waist, my heart going from 80 to 8 in seconds. Even though he was ruining my routine, I didn’t hate him. How could I? He was so little and loveable.

My lips curved up to form a tight-lipped smile, and I put my hand on his back. “Come on, big boy. I’m taking you to the restroom.”

We descended a set of stairs and reached the public restroom. In the middle of the region which delimited it was the statue of an angel. It was made of metal – copper maybe. My eyes scanned the skyline, the buildings, the people, and I thought: how much better could this city get? There was no place quite like it. Well, maybe Chicago was similar, but I hadn’t had a chance to visit it yet.

“Here we go, big boy. I’m going with you to the door, and then you’ll do your thing by yourself, okay?”

He coughed and nodded. As he walked to the men’s section of the restroom, I couldn’t help but think how much he worried me. He was supposed to be taller than that. He was 13 and had a lot of growing up to do, but still... he looked more like he was 8.

And I couldn’t believe our father left him alone with me... I rested on a pillar that supported the entrance of the main restroom structure, and watched as people walked here and there. Not much going on in Central Park. There was the distant sound of traffic and the occasional plane flying to the JFK Airport, but other than those things, not much was happening. One could almost forget we lived in a city with over eight million people living in it. I bolted my eyes shut and was thinking about how I could better find a job when a hand tugged my running pants again. I smiled upon looking down and going on one knee. I loved my little brother so much I’d do anything for him.

Luca’s face was so pale, though. I wished I could know what was going on with him. I had a suspicion, but didn’t share it with him or Rita yet. I didn’t want to worry them more than they already were.

I caressed his forehead and said, “Are you going to be fine with Rita? She cares about you. She’s great.”

He intersected his arms over his chest when I withdrew my hand. “But sis, I wanna play with you.” I sighed. “I will play with you, just not right now.” I paused. “Come, I’ll take you back to Rita. She’s probably devouring an ice cream right now as we speak.” We avoided people jogging and having fun with their partners as we made our way back to the bench. It was by a small newspaper kiosk. I asked myself who still bought those things in this day and age before having to push the question away.

I had just seen Rita, and she, indeed, was devouring an ice-cream.

She padded to us, her legs a reflection of how she had nothing to worry about. She was my caretaker and all, but that didn’t impede me from judging her when I had to. It wasn’t long ago she gave me and Luca a big scare, after all.

That night... when she had an AVC and her whole body went lifeless...

I could never forget it.

A tear menaced to come out. I couldn’t remember those things right now. It wasn’t good. Her belly bounced as much as her legs moved while she approached us, her eyes focused on the vanilla and chocolate ice-cream only, as if it was the most delicious thing in the universe.

I put my hands on my waist when she stopped in front of us. She was going to have to explain herself to me. Her eyes slowly spun up, and they broadened when she realized I had already come back. My posture and expression probably made her understand what was going on in my mind right now.

“Alide, it’s just one ice-cream.”

“It’s not, Rita.” I paused. “It’s much more than that. It can kill you, like it almost did that day.”

Another moment of quietness as she remembered what happened that night. She was going to launch a firework – which was one of those not-too-loud ones that explode in a delightful light spectacle in the sky – when her eyes rolled inside her head and she toppled over. I had concluded, for sure, that was the end of her. It was a good thing we managed to get to the hospital in time. I couldn’t remember the face of the man who found me screaming as loud as I could by the sidewalk, but I wished I did. I didn’t even have time to thank him for his kindness before he drove off.

Rita sighed and expressed, “Well, I’m not going to waste this ice-cream.”

I shook my head. “You should have bought a gelato at least. It’s much better than this stuff the Americans make.”

“The closest gelato shop I know is in Little Italy, and I’m not going there just for it.” She paused. “Now, if you will excuse me.” A long look of dissatisfaction followed. “I’ve got an ice-cream to finish.”

With her hand still holding the cone, she sashayed back to the bench like what I had just said mattered nothing to her. I wasn’t scorning her for eating ice-cream, I swear.  I just wanted to tell her to be cautious. I didn’t know what Luca and I would do without her. Luca tugged my pants again, and I craned my head to look at him. “What do you want this time, little one?”

He pouted his lips, looking irritated. “I’m not little anymore.”

“That’s not what I asked, and it’s irrelevant right now. I want to know what you want.”

“To go to the zoo with you again. I want to see the other animals and stuff...”

I got on one knee one more time, and peered at his eyes. “We’ll go there soon. Not right now, but we’ll go there.” I paused, pondering if I was going to have time to jog in the park and take him to the zoo.

“Okay, we’ll go there once I’ve finished jogging. How does that sound?” I continued.

As if by a miracle, his eyes lit up. “You promise?”

I messed his hair. “I promise.”

I straightened back up and continued, “Now, stay with Rita. I’m coming back in a bit.”

“Yes, ma’am!” He said, joy in his tone.

His legs took him as fast as possible to Rita, who smiled and bulged her eyes when she noticed him coming to her at full speed. They were so adorable when they were having fun, I thought before scanning the path I was going to follow. Go to the right, then the left, and continue along that hill, then take the right and follow the lake until you are back here.

Central Park wasn’t too complex. It was overestimated by many tourists who came here. The movies brainwashed them about it, I thought before warming up once more. One two, three and four, I began to count before stretching my right arm, twisting my torso and kicking the air with my knees multiple times to get ready to jog. I could already feel the temperature of my body rising.

With Luca being taken care of by Rita, I could finally exercise, and I needed to keep myself in shape.

With that reflection in mind, I hopped ahead. The hop then turned into a slow, measured jog.

No need to push myself too hard doing this.

I curved a portion of the lake, went through a path along the zoo, spotted some birds flying toward the Empire State building, witnessed some squirrels as they mated, and contemplated some couples while they kissed in public. Nothing out of the usual here. There were even people jogging with me. I could forget about my life troubles while doing this. Being unemployed, having no life future to speak of, not knowing who my father really was, Luca and his current condition, Rita’s obesity, and all the other things which worried me...

And that’s when I spotted a couple having an argument.

It was a man with short blond hair and a woman with a red coat. Their discussion was fiery. People kept glancing at them, probably asking themselves why the hell they weren’t taking their quarrel somewhere else. And me being me, inquisitive as always, I couldn’t help but halt right beside them.

“I can’t take being with you anymore! I can’t take a stroll with a friend of mine without you thinking I’m cheating on you!” The woman shouted, her cheeks red like lava.

Jesus. Maybe I shouldn’t be here.

But, too late now, I supposed when the couple’s heads snapped in my direction.

“What are you doing here?” The man asked, spilling his hatred at me.

“I’m just curious. Why are you arguing?”

Oh fuck, that was a dreadful question. I shouldn’t have worded it like that.

“Does it matter?” The woman rebuked, making me flinch and think, once again, why the hell did I even decide to meddle with their shit. Did I think I could help these people or what?

“No... I guess it doesn’t...” I apologized, walking away from there with both of my hands in front of me, making a shield of sorts.

The man threw his finger at her face and their heated, loud discussion recommenced. Some people shook their heads, probably thinking I shouldn’t have involved myself. I was thinking the same thing, to be honest. Grrrr. Why did I think I could have done anything about their dispute? Stop being nosy, Alide, I thought to myself before resuming my jogging.

The wind kept brushing my face as I jogged along the main lake, watching the cars as they went down the roads, the people in the balconies of their apartments, and the planes while they ascended in the overcast sky.

One of my dreams was to visit Italy. My family was from there, but we were pretty poor here.  I just wished so much to get to know Rome, Milan and the Vatican.

That’s when, all of a sudden, my eyes picked up some dollar bills in the grass. There were three of them, and they looked legit. They didn’t look like those dollar bills found in toy sets. Those looked as fake as they could be. Those in the grass, though, had to be from someone who had lost them somehow.

I stopped, looked around, and squatted by the dollar bills. I picked them up and scanned the park once more. I knew I shouldn’t be worried, but my heart was in my throat nonetheless. What if the dollar bills were from a dangerous man?

Also, what if he then intended to kill me? That’s not something I wanted to find myself in. The last thing I needed was someone hunting me down because of his money. I peeked around again, my head going from 0 to almost 180 degrees leisurely. I perused the whole area, watched the people near me – and also the ones far away – before making a decision.

Despite being poor and Luca needing his medicine, I wasn’t about to steal money from someone who’d lost it. Maybe the person who dropped these bills really needed them and was going to come back here... eventually. Perhaps, someone else was going to come here and snatch these bills instead of me. Whatever was going to happen, it wasn’t my problem.

It was with that consideration in mind I stood up and continued my jogging. No point trying to be the hero or the villain when I could barely live as things were. And if I were to succeed in life, it would be through my own merits, after all.

I recalled some of the instances Rita said I never worried about anything. Little did she know that wasn’t true. I was with my heart in my throat the whole time when I had those bills in my hands. I almost thought they were cursed or something. And I definitely made the right choice.

Angelo

I took a deep breath and opened the door to my father’s office. I had been here many times before, but still had to take in the details of it another time. The portraits hung from the walls. They bore photos and moments of me, dad and my little brother. Vinicio... I never thought things would turn out the way they did to you, I speculated before my throat clogged up. Not now, I advised myself. Don’t make father think you feel sorry for him, or else he will ask his men to kill you as well. He’s paranoid. He thinks everyone’s a traitor.

His office was quite old school. It didn’t have a window; just one AC unit to bring the air in and out. Everything – or better, almost everything – was made of hardwood, and the dominant color of the place was a medium tone of brown. He had a warm, orange-ish table lamp for his studies, and on his desk were a bunch of documents and other sheets of paper. He didn’t use a computer, and to be frank, he didn’t need one. Despite being paranoid to the point of killing some of his men when one of them as much as looked at him the wrong way, he was smart.

No wonder he managed to build the family the way it was now and avoid the authorities, who for sure were still looking for enough evidence to jail him. The door closed behind me with a gentle thud. Dad raised his head and said, “Son, I’ve heard Vinicio was spotted in Central Park. Ask Prudenzio for details. He will tell you everything you need to know.”

His words disconcerted me.

“But dad, is there nothing that can change your mind? Vinicio is my younger brother. I still care about him...”

He banged the desk. “Enough of that, Angelo. I taught you better than this. Vinicio is a traitor. He will pay for the choice he made.”

“But how can you say that?! He hasn’t ratted you out to the cops.”

A moment of hiatus as his cold and yet, fiery eyes locked with mine again. “He chose his path. You know what happened, and I’m not going to repeat myself.” I shook my head and walked out of there, not believing I had to put up with this shit. I really wished to make father understand Vinicio did nothing of what he’s accusing him of. I then walked through the part of the restaurant where we had the tables, and the guests were already coming in. Some of them greeted me, and I greeted them back. I guessed they knew who I was. By being the Don’s underboss, people here respected me, and my actions, so far, had been speaking for themselves. These people here feared me more than anything, to be honest.

I strode out of the restaurant. The sign, which was a plaque with letters painted in green, white and red – the colors of the Italian flag – hung just above the entrance. People were still coming in for their pizzas and other Italian delicacies. My father wasn’t only good at running shady operations, he was also an expert on making his restaurant flourish here in New York. Little Italy would never be the same without him and the Bello Italiano.

My eyes registered another sign. It was just at the entrance of the neighborhood. Welcome to Little Italy, it read. The welcome part brought a smile to my face. Welcome was not an appropriate word for this neighborhood. It should be more like STAY THE FUCK AWAY. Prudenzio was leaning against his black sedan, ready to take me to Central Park. “Tell me everything I need to know,” I demanded upon stopping in front of him.

He nodded and explained to me all the details.

He brought his phone to me and showed me the photos. That was Vinicio alright. I ran my hand over my face. I couldn’t believe I was about to do this again. The only thing I could hope for was Vinicio outsmarting me again. I didn’t want to bring him to our dad. I knew what he would do to him, and I would never be able to live with myself if he accomplished it...

Nevertheless, maybe his fate could be different. Father was old and he gave us some scares already. There was even this one day he had a heart attack. It was doubtful anyone would kill him, but since he was nearing 70 years of age, there was a good chance he was going to die soon. Vinicio only needed to leave the city somehow, or wait until our dad passed away.

Prudenzio drove through the city as fast as he could, overtaking some cars without breaking the laws of traffic. He was an excellent driver, and we were taking two more soldiers with us. We didn’t need many soldati to find Vinicio. I knew he was alone. He was just a man running for his life. He was no Mafia man, and he couldn’t be one. That’s one of the many reasons he ran away.

Prudenzio pulled over by Central Park. His hand reached for his Colt, and I nodded. It was time to do this. No matter how much pain this was going to inflict on me, I wasn’t about to fail father. I slipped out of the car and headed to the direction the photos were taken from. He was last spotted near Central Park’s restrooms. The place could be identified from a distance. It was big and some angel statues made of bronze stood in front of it.

It was cold here too, so we had to put on some layers before reaching the park. Thanks to the lower temperatures, not many people were visiting the locale, which was a good thing. I didn’t want many witnesses talking to the police later on. My eyes then suddenly caught sight of a superb lady with a little boy and a woman who I assumed to be her mother. They were standing by the lake, chatting and laughing.

I wished I could be like them right now, I thought.

I nodded to Prudenzio again. “You and you,” I instructed, pointing my finger at them. “Take that route. Scout the place. If you spot him, shoot at the sky. Prudenzio and I will then go to you as fast as we can.”

They nodded, their eyes serious and attentive.

Good, I thought. I needed soldiers I could trust, and those two were some of the best.

Prudenzio and I trotted to the main area of the restrooms. We were going there as fast as we could without drawing attention to us. Someone who had no idea who we were was probably thinking we were nothing more than friends coming to take a stroll in the park. I reached the front of the restroom, and just as I’d expected, Vinicio wasn’t here. The man who recognized him had followed him, but then, ended up losing him. I was kind of glad he did. I didn’t want anyone other than me getting him.

I perused the surrounding environment, and that’s when I spotted him.

Just behind some trees, eating what seemed to be a Philly cheesesteak...

The sight of it brought me memories I thought I had long forgotten.

I pointed my Colt to the sky and squeezed the trigger. The shot caused people to panic and run. Birds flew away. “I found him! Let’s go!” I bolted to him, Prudenzio following me. Maybe I shouldn’t have shot, but it didn’t matter anyway. Close to Vinicio were my two other soldiers, and they were going to surround him.

And he had now no chance of escaping this. The moment I steered my gun at my brother and they spotted him was when I realized that this was it. I was going to get my younger brother, and then... who knew what was going to happen to him?

I guessed my hope was that my father would realize he was still his son and would pardon him somehow. My men sprinted so fast Vinicio wasn’t able to finish his Philly cheesesteak. He dropped it and put his hands in front of him, forming a shield.

“Brother, y-you don’t have to do this.”

“I have. Come peacefully, and father will forgive you. I give you my word.”

“But he won’t!”

A moment of silence. I was going to approach him and bring him to our father anyway when, all of a sudden, someone grabbed me and threw me down to the grass with her or him. I heard shouts, people running, shots being fired, and when I spun to meet who had done that to me, I saw the face of a magnificent woman. Her hair was straight, dark brown, and her eyes were of the same color, but with a lighter tone.

Her face was angelic. It had no defects. Her lips were full, and I found myself in some kind of weird trance. Her eyes locked with mine, and for a moment, neither of us did anything. I stood there, dumbfounded as my mind barely registered the sound of a bicycle riding to the other side of the stone path I was near to.

A tempest of a thought crossed my mind.

Vinicio. I stood up in a flash, almost making her topple as she also stood up.

My head jerked repeatedly, following different directions, trying to find my brother, but he was nowhere to be seen. My men couldn’t be found as well. Whatever happened, it seemed I’d lost him once more, and it was all because of her. And wait... Wasn’t she the one I’d spotted by the lake with the little boy and her mother minutes ago? Another wild thought crossed my mind. Those facial sketches, those eyes, that nose... I knew her. Fuck. What the hell was this? Some kind of sick joke?

She approached me, her body exhaling her uncomfortableness. Her hands didn’t know what to do with each other.

“Hey, I’m sorry I pushed you with me on the ground. There was this crazy old man on a bike and he was going to hit you. I just thought I had to, you know, save you...”

Alide.

She chuckled, like she knew she was to blame. I had no time or the patience to find this funny. She didn’t finish her sentence, but I knew what she meant. “It’s fine,” I said before scanning the hills, the trees, the buildings and the roads once more. No signs of them. No shouting, people screaming, or running away. Just another attempt to get Vinicio back that was squandered, I presumed before tucking my Colt into my waistband.

I then proceeded to walk back to the car. Maybe Alide wanted to tell me something more, and maybe she even recognized me. It didn’t matter to me, and so I kept my mouth shut. Truth was, I had no time for her right now. I needed to find Prudenzio and tell my father how things went here.
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Chapter 2
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ALIDE

He walked away without as much as thanking me. Who was he, and why did he have a gun? I had no idea what his name was, but he looked handsome. He was taller than me. His hair was a deep tone of black, with a thick stubble on his chiseled face, and his body was athletic without being overly muscular.

I couldn’t help but admire him as he made his way out of Central Park. I thought he was going to feel thankful I saved him from getting hurt. I swear people in this park needed to pay more attention to where they were going. How come someone allowed that crazy old man to ride his bicycle around here without watchful eyes over him all the time? I sighed and walked out of there. Whoever that man was, he was way beyond my league. And he seemed pretty serious and tight, like he couldn’t have fun even if his life depended on it. He was a man of few words, and he didn’t like wasting time with anything.

I knew what Rita would say about him. He’s the opposite of you. I walked back to her and Luca. His eyes fired up when he saw me coming. He ran up to me and then jumped. I held him by his armpits, not believing how light he was. His face was so pale, despite the pink tone of his cheeks. I needed to do something about his condition and most of all, I needed to find a job. That was the only way to make sure he would have a normal life one day.

I put him down and Rita inquired, “What happened back there?”

“Oh, the shots?” I said, almost not believing that witnessing gunshots turned into such a common thing for me. Living in Brooklyn will do that to you, I opined before responding, “Nothing of importance. Don’t worry about it.” She stood up and dusted off the front of her skirt. “Well, if you are done jogging, then we can go back home now. I don’t want to miss Westworld tonight.”

I gave her a look of dissatisfaction, not accepting she still watched that piece of shit. Her hands gave off her embarrassment as she declared, “I’m not going to stop watching it. It’s good. You should give it another go.” “Maybe another time, in another life,” I said as we left Central Park. Tomorrow I was going to have to return to Lower Manhattan to go job-hunting again. I sighed internally.

I couldn’t believe finding a job was so hard in 2020.

✽✽✽

The bus pulled over by the sidewalk and I slipped out. A gush of wind tossed my hair in the other direction. Good thing I still had papà’s coat, I thought before heading over to the entrance of the neighborhood. The sign which hung between two buildings read in cursive letters ‘Little Italy.’ Yup, this is Little Italy.

I could find all sorts of food and Italian stuff here. Still, I was sure it was all Americanized, so it was nothing quite like experiencing the real stuff in Italy. One day, I said to myself again, I was going to travel over there. I entered the neighborhood and stopped in front of the first restaurant which caught my attention. Bello Italiano, the sign just above the front door, read. I peeped inside it through the large, front windows. People were chatting and having lunch in there, I thought before considering if this place was worth a shot.

I looked around and presumed this was as good as any place.

I crept open the door of the establishment and stepped in. None of the customers paid attention to me. A man, about my height and with long, dark hair presented himself. He had a menu and a notepad in his hands. He wore a typical waiter’s attire, and his mouth opened to make me a question, “Miss, do you want a table for one?” “No, I’m not here to eat.” I paused, thinking. “I’m here searching for work. I saw the job posting online.” He blinked, his eyes clearing up. “Oh, right.” He paused, eyes darting to the upper right for a moment. “Come right this way. The boss is here.”

I knew he would be, or almost knew. He mentioned coming around this time of the day, after all. The waiter took me to the back section of the establishment, where I couldn’t hear the chatter and laughter of the customers anymore. This was where all the niceness of the Bello Italiano died. In here, the walls weren’t painted, and there was dust everywhere.

I could only hope, if he hired me, that he was going to make me work as a waitress only. I couldn’t imagine myself cleaning all these walls and floors.

The man stopped in front of a grey door. He knocked on it and said it was him. Another man, whose voice was much deeper and older, declared, “Come on in.” The waiter had already mentioned it was someone coming for an interview, so the boss already knew why I had come. He then opened the door and stepped aside, allowing me in. He shut it the moment my eyes landed on an old man who was sitting behind his desk. His hair was grey and thinning, and his office was very old school.

He had some portraits hanging from the walls, with most of them depicting him and who I could only imagine to be his sons. None of the portraits was crooked, and the space was the cleanest and tidiest thing I had seen inside this back partition of his restaurant. He offered me to sit on the chair in front of his desk with his hand. “Let’s see if we can find a position for you here.”

I sat and said, “If you don’t mind, I would rather work as a waitress, like the job posting online cited...”

His eyes studied me, and I felt he had a sudden moment of realization, like seeing me brought him memories back. Whatever was the case, his expression made me feel like running the fuck away from here as fast as possible.

Despite that, I thought back Luca and decided to stay.

“Oh, right. If you don’t mind, we’ve got some basic things to go over here. Do you have your resume with you?”

I pulled it out of my suitcase and put it down on his desk, relieved that I’d considered printing some copies of it, just in case. I hadn’t thought they would come in handy, taking into account this was 2020 and many people favored their documents in the digital format, but it seemed I was wrong.

He picked up the resume and glanced over it. During the entire time we spoke about my objectives – how I could contribute to the restaurant, and all that bullshit – I had this weird feeling like he knew me and was taking it easy with me. It couldn’t be the case, right?

He couldn’t know me. It was the first time I was ever seeing him, after all.

He and I stood up. “Welcome to the Bello Italiano. You’ll work as a waitress, just like the job posting... errr... online, said,” he uttered, throwing his hand in front of him to tell me he couldn’t be bothered with where I’d found the ad. I smiled and bowed. “Thank you very much, Mr. Romani.” He rounded the table and walked with me to the door. “Someone here will tell you the ins and outs, teach you what you need to know and that sort of thing. You don’t have to worry about how to start.”

He waited and then continued, “Is it okay for you to begin working here tomorrow?”

There was a paternal tone in his voice, but I took it as him being so old he couldn’t help but see me as the daughter he never had – if he had one, I was sure there would have been at least a dozen of her portraits in his office, after all.

“Yes, that’s okay. Thank you very much again.”

The corner of his lip curved up to form a gentle smirk and the door opened. And in stepped none other than the guy who I’d saved back in Central Park! He stood immense as he did back then, and he wore a dark suit very similar to the one he had put on before. His eyes found mine, and he blinked like he couldn’t believe he was seeing me here. I flickered my eyelids as well. I had no idea I was going to find him here, and unless he was looking for a job, which I didn’t think he was, that meant... he was one of Mr. Romani’s sons!

Talk about New York being too small, I thought, still feeling as if my heart was going to burst out of my chest.

And no wonder I couldn’t recognize him when I’d glanced over the portraits on the walls. His face looked different. In front of me was standing a grown man. In the pictures, he was much younger. His eyes finally unlocked with mine, and I didn’t know what to say. I thought about giving the boss another good impression of me by greeting his son, but all that came out of my mouth were only incoherent noises. Seeing what was happening, Mr. Romani put his hand on my back and the other on his son’s. “Ahhhh, Angelo.” A moment of pause as he glanced at me, and then at his son. “This is our new waitress. Her name is Alide, and she will be working with us from tomorrow onwards.”

His eyes blinked once more, but his expression remained unchanged. The novelty of having found me here had worn off, I imagined. He presented his hand to me, and for a moment, I didn’t know what to do with it. Then, I shook it and commented, “Nice to meet you. I’m Alide Mazzanti.”

I still got the impression from him that he knew me somehow. He seemed surprised I showed up here, but telling him my name made him express nothing. It was like he, undeniably, knew who I was.

I withdrew my hand the moment he did the same. I’d felt how powerful his grip was. I knew we had no chance of ever becoming more than what we were to each other, but still... a girl could dream and, right now, I was dreaming a bit too much. Rita would have all sorts of things to tell me about not to approach the boss’s fine-looking son and to keep a professional relationship with him, I thought with an internal smile.

I closed my eyes, grinning, and then declared, “I have to go now, but it was good meeting you.” Mr. Romani grabbed my hand gently and made me stop. “You don’t want a ride back home?”

For a moment, I didn’t know how to respond. It was the first time an employer had ever offered me something like that. I glimpsed at him and his son. The latter looked serious and uptight. That was his usual self. I wondered if he had many friends.

I chuckled fretfully as he ungripped my hand. “Okay, sure. Why not, right?”

“Ahhhh.” His eyes lit up like a bonfire. “Angelo, get your car and take her home.”

Oh shit. I’d reckoned he himself was going to take me home, not his son. I hadn’t thought this moment could have become more uncomfortable, but it just did. Angelo didn’t sigh, like I was expecting him to. One second later, he said, “Okay, but we’ll talk later, papà.”

His father’s expression grew serious, eyebrows narrowing. And instead of promising him they were going to have a conversation, he merely turned and walked back to his desk. A lot was spoken without words when their eyes were locked to each other, I guessed.

I toddled to the hallway and Angelo closed the door behind him. Without saying anything, he walked to the other way of the hall and took me to the back of the establishment, where they had a tiny parking space. His car was a pitch-black Chrysler. I couldn’t remember what the exact model was, but it was the one with a round grille and headlights. Again, without disclosing as much as a word, he opened the front door by the passenger seat, and closed it after I sat.

He then opened the other door and drove the car through the narrow alleyway that led to their parking spot. He didn’t say this, but I knew that parking space was for him and his family only. I imagined they lived in the rooms above the restaurant too, so he probably had more family than his father - like his brother in the photographs, and a mother. Was initiating a conversation with him the right thing to do? Probably, definitely, I thought before opening my mouth, “So... you work for your father?”

“You could say that,” he said before rounding a corner and taking another road. The Brooklyn bridge loomed in the distance.

I assumed he was going to say something else, but as the seconds went by and we neared the bridge further, I concluded otherwise.

With that consideration in mind, I decided to make him another query, “What were you doing in the park that day?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.” He paused. “Thanks for saving me from that bike, by the way.”

Wow.

I didn’t think he would say that, but I still couldn’t help but smile and say, “It was just the right thing to do.”

“I know. It’s good to have people who care about strangers,” he spoke before entering another road. The Brooklyn bridge was within walking distance now, and I could see more cars following us.

As we neared it, I asked, “I couldn’t help but notice you have a brother when I was in your father’s office...”

It was nothing more than a simple statement – just something I threw in the air to see how he would respond.

Angelo shrugged and said, “He’s alright.”

And He’s alright was all he dared to tell me, like he had nothing more about his brother he could share.  He was a reserved man for sure, and all of a sudden, I found myself wishing I could fast forward time. I tried initiating another friendly conversation with him, but it was clear Angelo wasn’t willing to talk about anything. He pulled over after I said this was the road I lived in, and when I opened the door, I said, “Thanks for taking me here.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said before driving ahead and rounding the corner back to lower Manhattan.

I stood there, contemplating he was a fine-looking man with a big problem. If only he could be more friendly and not from a completely different world than mine, than I could have a chance with him. However, as things stood, he was just beyond me.

I turned and opened the door to our little home. Luca was sitting on his couch, his fingers playing with his phone. Rita was in the kitchen, and the smell of gnocchi was unmistakable. Luca raised his head and didn’t run to me as I was expecting him to. He coughed and put his phone down on the sofa. I sped to him, put my suitcase on the couch, and got on one knee so that my eyes were level with his.

“I’ve got the best news ever!”

His eyes lit up, though only a little. Rita said from behind me, “What kind of good news? Did you finally get a job?” I nodded, warping up a corner of my lips. She threw the handkerchief she was using to dry her hands over her head, and it landed on her colorful curlers. “I can’t believe it!”

I bowed again, feeling a surge of warmth in my heart. Telling them the good news was better than hearing Mr. Romani telling me I had been hired.

I turned my head to Luca, whose cheeks blushed again. “That means I can finally buy a PS4!” he beamed, fisting one hand and punching the air with it. “Not so fast, little one,” I said, ruffling his hair. “I need to buy your medicine first.”

His eyes lost some of the initial energy, and upon witnessing that, I reaffirmed, “But, I’ll buy your PS4 soon. It’s pretty cheap. Just wait a month, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am!” He said energetically, nodding once quickly. He proceeded to sprint to the backyard, where I hoped he was going to have a good time. I stood up with a silly smirk on my face. There was nothing quite like making him feel happy.

I was going to buy him that PS4, that I swore. Rita padded to me as she removed the handkerchief which landed on her head. “Where are you going to work at?”

“The Bello Italiano in Little Italy. It’s an Italian restaurant.”

Her handkerchief fell from her hands as her eyes went wide.

“What happened?” I was forced to ask.

Something about the name of the establishment made her have a sudden, inopportune moment of realization. She wasn’t going to ask me not to work there for whatever reason, was she?

Her voice was nothing more than a whisper when she spoke, “I’ve heard terrible things about that place...”

Did she? Was she telling the truth? The air grew thicker all of a sudden.

“What kind of things?”

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s Little Italy. It’s where the Mafia operates from. Didn’t you say the man you saved yesterday had a gun with him in fucking Central Park?”

She had no idea he also was from there and worked for his father, or had she?

Was there something else she wasn’t telling me?

“Rita, if there’s something I need to know...”

A moment of stillness as her eyes continued to study me. “No, there’s nothing,” she finally enunciated.

“Are you sure?”

She picked up the handkerchief and when she raised her head, her expression was one of gentleness. “Yeah, pretty sure.”

She padded to me and put a hand on my shoulder as she then led me to the kitchen. “It’s nothing. I was just worried about you for a second.” She paused. “Little Italy is in lower Manhattan, but it’s still a dangerous place.” I had no idea if I should believe her or not, though the impression that she was hiding something from me remained. Or was that just me thinking too much about something as simple as Rita being concerned?

Shit. I had no idea any longer.  Better to pretend that what just happened didn’t, I opined before giving her an uncomfortable smirk. Mr. Romani seemed nice enough. If something bizarre or treacherous happened in his restaurant, then I could simply fire myself. As I looked out the window to where Luca was playing with his phone in the backyard, I reaffirmed my goal to make sure we were going to have enough money for his medicine. I needed that job so fucking much.
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ANGELO

Anger was rising within my heart. I couldn’t believe my father had hired her. Of all the people he could have chosen as our next waitress, why her? Was he playing some kind of sick game with me? She was lovely, angelic, and sweet. She wasn’t a woman for the kind of world we lived in, and the more I kept it hidden that I was aware of who she was, the worst things seemed to become to me. I ran my hand over my face. “Father, I’m not going to marry her.”

“There is a vow!” He shouted, banging the desk with his hand.

“And what of it? I don’t owe anything to her father.”

He trotted to me and gripped the collar of my shirt, his eyes burning with an intense hatred as they locked with mine. “You will respect the vow, and the marriage is going to happen.”

He ungripped my shirt, and I didn’t unwrinkle it.

“Her father was a good friend of mine. The best! I’m not going to allow his memory to become nothing. You will marry her, and you will be a good spouse.”

A moment of pause, and then, he prolonged, “If not for you, then do it for me.”

I sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to change his mind right now. There was no way a marriage with Alide was ever going to work. She was so different, so much not like me. We wouldn’t last a month.

Why did she have to arise all of a sudden in my life again?

There was another woman who I’d rather marry. I hadn’t met her often these last few years, but she knew who I was. She understood me. She was no novice to the Mafia world. Her father had been trying to convince mine to let us marry each other, but it appeared it hadn’t led to anything.

“About Vinicio...” I said, changing the subject. And God, did I need to talk about something different right now.

“You squandered it again,” father said, waving his hand as if to tell me he didn’t care. It was a lie. He cared.

“Maybe you should know that Alide was involved.”

He snapped his head to me. “Involved? How?”

“I had him, in the park. Then, out of nowhere, she pushed me because apparently a cyclist was going to hit me or something.” He raised an eyebrow. “At least, that’s what she told me.”

I paced in front of him. “By the time I got up, my men and Prudenzio were already gone. He said Vinicio disappeared before he could chase him. We’ll have to wait until he shows up again.” He shook his head, maybe telling me he didn’t believe any of what I’d said. Maybe he was thinking I had come up with that excuse to make him hate Alide and push away the blame from me.

Whatever he was thinking about, I didn’t care. I told him the truth.

“Fine, my son.” He sat purposefully on his chair. “Just make sure it doesn’t happen again, and I’m going to tighten up security at our checkpoints. Vinicio can’t escape.”

I walked out of his office and proceeded to my bedroom, where I then collapsed on the bed. I closed my eyes and began to think. If I were to marry Alide for sure, I wasn’t going to be able to give my father a nephew or niece. I didn’t want to think this, but I did so anyway. Good thing he’s old and dying.

Alide

I arrived at the restaurant and was introduced to the ins and outs of my job in it by the same waiter who’d welcomed me when I first set foot in here. He was friendly and very welcoming. I couldn’t stop smiling as he explained to me what to do whenever a customer got angry, needed something we didn’t have, broke a glass, or thought the bill was too high. He explained everything while cracking jokes and smiling as well. He was a good man, and I found myself presuming this could be the right job for me.

And most of all, I needed to make sure the boss was going to be happy with me here. I needed the money for Luca’s medicine, and then, once I had saved up enough, I was thinking of taking him to a shrink or something like that. He didn’t seem normal, and he was making me think he had depression or something just as bad.

Time passed, and I took Fantino’s advice to heart. They helped me quite a bit. The customers of the Bello Italiano could be quite temperamental, depending on the thing that bothered them. By the time I was done serving them on my first day, I was exhausted and sweating with damp armpits. Fantino stopped in front of me, his eyebrows narrowing. “Do you think you can tidy up Mr. Angelo’s room? The maid they hired for that wasn’t able to come today. I know your job isn’t to do that sort of thing, but I have to go now. Otherwise, I’d do it.” He paused, breathing in.  “It shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes.”

“Ahhh, sure thing, I guess. I’ll do it.”

He gave me a gentle smirk. “Great. Knew I could count on you.”

Fantino padded me on the shoulder a couple of times, grabbed his stuff and walked out of the establishment after taking off his work attire to put on his everyday clothes. I looked upstairs, thinking my day could be ending a lot better right now if I didn’t have to do any room cleaning. I sighed, went to the tiny room, took the cleaning equipment with me, and then walked to the last floor of the building, where Angelo’s room was supposed to be.

I felt like I was invading his privacy, but if he were to find me here, he would probably not feel bothered. There was nothing to worry about, but still, I couldn’t stop fantasizing about him. I drooled over Angelo. He looked self-assured, walked with the posture of a man who knew what he wanted and, as far as I knew, he also didn’t have a girlfriend.

I wished though, more than anything right now, that the other waiters and waitresses hadn’t gone back home yet. I began to sweep the room with a large broom, and there wasn’t much to do here. It was all well organized, for the most part.

There was a thick sheet of dust all over the furniture and the floor, though, which suggested that the room wasn’t used often. I wondered what he did most of his days.

Was Rita right about him being a member of the Mafia?

I hope not, was my thought when I looked around and concluded there were few things left to do here. I checked the time on my phone and found out that not even twenty minutes had passed since I’d entered his room. That was terrific. It meant I was undoubtedly not going to miss my bus back home. The way his room was decorated – if one could even say that about it – told me that not only Angelo was a man with excessive self-esteem, but that he also didn’t care much about what was expensive and what was cheap. His TV was large, but the bed was quite simple, despite being king-sized. The wallpaper was a faded shade of blue. His laptop computer was old. It basically could do all he needed, and that was that.

He probably didn’t use it to play games or watch movies in 4k. He was a very technical, efficient and... dare I say boring kind of man.

The only thing that kept making me drool over him, despite its irrationality, was his looks (and his excessive self-esteem, though they kind of went together, so it wasn’t like I could separate them). I was wiping the top of his dresser with a handkerchief when my elbow hit a small, gold-decorated box. It fell on the floor, much to my shock and fright.

I assumed I had broken it before realizing it was made of cardboard. Phew, I thought before going on my knees to pick it up.

That’s when I noticed a weird, alarming photo. Angelo was in it, and he wasn’t alone. His father and who I assumed to be his brother – the same guy I saw surrounded by him and his men in Central Park before – were with him.

They were in a dark basement, and their facial features were almost indiscernible, but I was still sure it was them.

There was another man in the middle of the room, and he had been beaten up almost to a pulp. His head was lolled to one side, there was a huge lump where his left eye should be, his whole body was covered with bruises and cuts, and there was also a line of blood coming from a corner of his mouth. And perhaps, the most shocking thing was that they were all smiling at the camera. All of them, except for the younger brother, who looked disgusted and frightened by the whole scene. I turned the photo around and found some writings on it.

December 25th, 2010, in our tiny and adorable basement.

And it continued with the names of Angelo, Nicodemo and Vinicio, which had to be the name of Angelo’s sibling. The man was also sitting on a chair, and his legs and arms were tied with thick lengths of rope to it. He wore a dark suit with a special pin attached to it. I couldn’t make out what kind of pin it was, though, but if Rita was right about them, then this photo confirmed her suspicions.

They were no common Italian-Americans who ran a restaurant for a living; they were, in reality, members of the Italian mafia.

And now, I worked for them. I didn’t gasp and I was thankful for that. I then put the photo back inside the small box. Just underneath it was another picture, and this one brought a wave of warmth to my heart. It was almost as if someone was trying to show me both sides of his life. The photo depicted Angelo and his younger brother. They were standing in front of a soccer field, and Angelo’s arm was around his brother’s shoulders.

They were smiling so broadly and so truthfully their eyes had narrowed to slits. Both of their cheeks were blushing, and sweat was visible on their skin. They were having fun back then. I flipped the photo again and my eyes read another line of writing.

March 10th, 2004, playing Calcio with dad.

Calcio or soccer, it doesn’t really matter, I presumed. They call it what they want. It’s still the same sport.

Gazing at Angelo in the photograph, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen back then, I couldn’t help but envision what he would have been like today if his father hadn’t become the don of a Mafia family. He had had a bright future ahead of him – one where he didn’t have to torture people. But now, things were different, and I wondered if that same kid could ever be brought back?

As I put the photos and all the things that came out of the box back inside it, I wondered if he ever thought about what his life was like when he didn’t have to kill and rob people. Well, it’s not my concern, I concluded as I put the box back on top of his dresser. I’m nothing more than a waitress here, after all. I had just grabbed my broom and was going to leave when, unexpectedly, the door opened. In stepped none other than Angelo, whose eyes broadened when they landed on me.

I could almost read his mind asking what the fuck I was doing here before he realized why. In a blink, they went back to their cold, unnerving light as he approached me. I cleared my throat and, as uncomfortableness tainted my tongue, I spoke, “I’m here to clean up your room, sir. Fantino asked me to do it.”

His eyes cleared up some more. “Ah, no problem. I guess it required some tidying up.” An unsettling moment of silence. “Thanks.”

I nodded and walked out of there as quickly as possible without making so obvious for him. The last thing I had wanted was to have him walk into the room while I was still tidying it up.

But of course, it had to happen, and all things considered, I was lucky my presence there hadn’t bothered him. He closed the door, and I padded down to the ground floor. The stars were shining faintly in the sky, like they were ashamed of themselves. I then changed to my everyday clothes and grabbed my purse to head back home. A lot transpired today, and I learned so much about him. And Rita needed to know about it all.
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ALIDE

She paced in front of me, her hand reaching for her cigarette pack. She drew one out and kindled it using the stove’s flame. Her eyes were a painting of concern as she blurted, “You shouldn’t continue to work there. It’s not safe. I told you about those people. I knew they were Mafia.”

“How could you have known?” I shook my head. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”

Her eyes bulged. “It doesn’t matter? Are you sure? What if another gang comes shooting the whole place up when you are working there? Do you want Luca to lose his only family?!”

I shook my head again, her words aching my heart. “It’s not going to happen. And what do you expect me to do? I can’t quit that job. I need the money for us and Luca’s medicine.”

She threw her arms over her head in frustration and opened her mouth, but it was Luca who then spoke, “What’s going on? Why are you two fighting?” He was just outside his room, his hands on the doorway’s frame. I hurried to him and went on one knee. “We are not fighting. Don’t worry about it.” He beheld me with a clear expression of vagueness. Luca had his condition and he was a depressed boy most of the time, but he wasn’t stupid. His scores spoke for themselves.

Rita and I just shouldn’t have been arguing inside the house.

As the moment of silence thickened, I spoke, “Come on. Back to bed. You’ll have a full day tomorrow morning at school.”

Luca didn’t say anything; he merely gazed at me like he wished he could tell me he didn’t believe my words. It made me feel bad, but I still stood up and took him back to bed. I pulled the blanket up to his chin, and turned off the light. I then leaned on the wall of his bedroom and respired. Rita walked over to me, her hand still holding her stinking cigarette. “Just think this through. If something bad happens while you are working there, don’t hesitate to quit the job. I’m sure we can find something better for you.”

“Thanks,” I said, smiling reticently. She padded to the backyard of the house, but I didn’t believe we could find another job for me easily. Being accepted to work as a waitress in the Bello Italiano had already been hard enough, after all. Whatever has to happen, I was thinking, I’m going to do the best for Luca.

Angelo

People walked here and there. Cars and trucks came and went on the road in front of me. I was sitting at a table, alone, and my hands were holding a newspaper. On the table made of iron was a cup of hot tea. My mind was barely aware of the cloudy sky and the birds as they flew from one building to the other, hunting for food.

I flipped one page, and then another, and another until I stumbled upon a title that caught my attention. I was looking, in reality, for the international sports section of the newspaper, but I also couldn’t deny that the story they included here mattered to me.

And it counted maybe a bit too much. As I read the title, it was as if the world around me had frozen. Infertile man finally does it! His wife is so happy she can’t believe it! The title was a bit melodramatic and ridiculous, but it still made me care about the story, and so, I read on. Dustin Walters has been infertile his whole life. Well, not anymore! Thanks to an intensive treatment and many nights in the operation room, now he can finally have proper sex with his wife, who herself is so happy she can’t help but plan a world-wide trip once their baby is born.

Okay, that got even more ridiculous, but I continued to read on. What kind of harsh therapy did he subject himself to in order to mitigate his infertility?

In our clinics, you can pay for the same treatment Mr. Walters has gone through. If you are a man with the same problem, don’t hesitate to call us. Mr. Walters is now happier than ever, and his wife is jubilant to have their first baby. It’s all a question of perseverance and believing that it can happen!

It read more like a joke article, and it made me question the truthfulness of it. I pulled out my phone and Googled the name of the clinic.

But the search engine found nothing, like it didn’t even exist. This local newsprint had to have been desperate as fuck to have included a piece of fake news like this on one of its pages, I speculated before putting it on the table.

Still, the story made me question if it was conceivable. My whole life had been plagued by this fear that I could never make a woman happy without being able to make her pregnant. I tried it many times with Tiziana – that had been my way to make father give up on his quest to make me marry Alide – but it just never worked. I could produce sperm like any man, but it was more translucent than what I had seen in photos on the internet. I didn’t think there was a way to fix something like that, and if I ever got a woman pregnant, it would be through sheer luck...

Alide

Checking the calendar, I couldn’t help but notice a month had passed since I began to work in the Bello Italiano. Work was tough. It tired me every day, both mentally and physically, but it was still the best option I had. Plus, Mr. Romani treated me so well. It was like he was trying to be a father figure to me or something. I wondered why he took such a liking to me, considering he was the Don of a mafia family.

Well, maybe the Mafia thing was behind them now and they focused only on their restaurant business these last few years. I couldn’t know that for sure, but since Rita ceased getting all worked up about me still working here, I kind of pushed aside the memory of that horrible photo which depicted them torturing a man in a suit. I glanced around the room for the customers and padded to Mr. Romani’s office. I knocked on his door and then heard him saying, “Come on in, Alide.”

I opened the door and gave him a shy smirk. He added, “You’ve been working here for so long I already know when it’s you who’s knocking.”

“Well, I hope I haven’t disappointed, sir,” I said, interlacing my hands in front of me in a protective manner. Despite his overall gentleness with me, I still couldn’t ignore he was the Don of his Mafia family.

“You have actually exceeded my expectations.” He gesticulated with his hand downward. “Sit. I’m going to get your payment.”

He opened a drawer and took out of it a couple of money stacks. Just a glance was enough to tell me something was wrong about them. “Here it is,” he said, handing them to me. To make sure I wasn’t about to tell him something stupid, I counted all the money. He said nothing as I did so. I postulated he was going to say I didn’t trust him or something of the sort, which would make me nervous.
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