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PROLOGUE
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Giulia

HERE WE GO AGAIN, ANOTHER day like this, another day of these fights. She could put a stop to it, I should put a stop to it. Except I don’t have the courage to leave her, even though she already left me when she chose to drown herself in drugs and forget about her daughter.

When my father died, it was a blow to us. I was still little, and my mother was a young woman with a small daughter and the debts of her dead husband.

That’s when she had to start working at a nightclub as a prostitute. Five years later she met Carmelo; a guy who seemed nice, attentive, and loving. But he showed his true face when he got my mother hooked on drugs and started harassing me. I always dodged him, of course. After I graduated from nursing school, I’m always grateful for a hospital shift—it keeps me away from the chaos that is my life at home.

Whenever I get my paycheck, he takes it all! Well, almost all of it. I always skim off a part and I’ve been saving it so I can disappear with my mother, get her out of his clutches. I just hope I can manage it soon.

Ilza, my best friend, has tried to help me, but I can’t drag her into this, not ever. She’s happy, with the family she always dreamed of. I can’t dump my problems on her shoulders.

He’s hitting her, I know it. I can hear the screams even with my hands clamped over my ears, curled up in a ball. You might be thinking, why don’t you go help her? I wish I could. But I’m a weak, useless coward.

A few more seconds passed. I couldn’t take it anymore. I ran to their room.

“Stop it! You’ll kill her!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

“Get out of here, Giulia! Don’t come near, honey.” Her eyes are full of pain and her tone is pleading, her bruises obvious. God help us.

“Stop hurting her, please.” I beg, and Carmelo smiles coldly.

“You want a beating too, little dove? Come on, then.” He hits me with the belt and I feel the burn. He lands two more blows.

I can’t cry, because all I feel is hatred and the urge to kill him. Damn coward.

“Take care of this whore! And don’t forget, the money in my hand tomorrow, or you both get more.”

He leaves the room and I breathe a sigh of relief.

“Mom, for God’s sake, let’s run away,” I plead in desperation.

“No, Giulia, I love him. Carmelo hit me because I confronted him. He’s my safe harbor.” That hurt. She’s his hostage, completely dependent, and I can’t do anything to change that right now.

“But why don’t you go, sweetheart? Live your life,” she whispers.

“I can’t leave you alone, it’s not right. We’ll figure something out, I just need a little more time,” I say, my heart tight.

“What do you mean?” she asks in a frail voice.

“Nothing! Forget it for now. Let’s take care of these wounds,” I say, closing the subject for the moment.

I get the first-aid kit from the bathroom and clean her face, along with some other injuries on her body. I give her a painkiller and she soon falls asleep. I leave her room, go to mine, and break down, crying myself to exhaustion before finally falling asleep.
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Three Months Later

EVERYTHING WAS READY. The tickets to Rome were bought, the money would last until we got settled and I found a job. We could finally be free of this torment—that’s what I thought, until I set foot inside the house and my life was completely turned upside down. It was over, everything crumbling right before my eyes.

My stepfather was standing there, all the money I’d spent two years saving in one hand, and in the other, holding my mother by the hair. She’s unconscious. He must have beaten her badly. He’s insane.

“Did you really think you could run away from me? Ah, little dove,” he calls me by that ridiculous nickname. “You’re wrong! I don’t allow it, and this money here is mine.”

“No! That’s my money, give it back now.” I lunged at him. This can’t be fucking happening.

“You bitch. Thought you could make a fool out of me, but you were wrong. I was always one step ahead of you. Every time you got paid, you’d skim off a part and hide it inside that ridiculous teddy bear. I saw you.”

“But how...” My mind goes blank.

“I always know what happens in my house. Now you’re going to pay for your petulance.” He says and lunges at me.

The first punch lands in my stomach and I fall, gasping for air. Then come more punches, more kicks, one after another.

“See how you’re nothing but a scared little mouse? You’re no match for me, little dove.” He yanks my hair so hard I feel my scalp burn.

“Let me go!” I scream through my tears.

“I’m going to kill you, you slut. But before that, I’m going to fuck your cunt and you’re going to beg for it, you little whore.” I thrash in desperation. I’d rather die than let him do that.

He hits me again, making my head spin. He pulls down my pants and my panties along with them. Panic takes over. I start trembling and struggling. He can’t do this.

“Stay still. I’m sure you’ve given this little pussy away plenty. Now you want to deny it to me? Not a chance.” He spoke, and I feel even more disgust for him.

“Get off me.” I try to push him away. He slaps me again and runs his filthy fingers over my vagina. I want to vomit.

He pulls back a little to take off his clothes, and in that moment of distraction, I grab a vase near where we are. I hit him over the head with it and he falls beside me, knocked out.

On autopilot, I pull my clothes back on. A sharp, intense pain flares in my ribs.

I try to wake my mother, but she doesn’t respond. So I go outside to get help. Even with the difficulty and the pain I’m in, I can’t stop. I need help. My mother needs help. And if I’ve killed Carmelo, I’ll go to prison. I don’t know what to do. Walking with difficulty, I make it to the street. As I’m crossing, I see a car.

I stand still, just waiting for the impact. When I think I’m about to be run over, the driver slams on the brakes right in front of me. My tears don’t stop. My pain increases. Everything is a mess in my life. I just want to die.

My shock is immense when I see the driver get out of the car and recognize him as Franco’s uncle. The man I always go out of my way to avoid—ever since my friend’s wedding and the embarrassment I caused.

What kind of fate is this? There was no one else to help me at this moment but the old lech? I thought.

“Giulia?” He looks at me, shocked and stunned. “Who did this to you?”

“Help... me. My mother... I think she’s dead. And... I killed him.” The words tumble out between sobs and desperation.

“Who did you kill?” he asks, already grabbing hold of me because my legs have given way and I’m falling into darkness.
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CHAPTER 1
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Stefano

I’M COMING BACK FROM the cemetery. There was something I needed to do, a cycle to close. To see Madalena’s grave one last time. I needed to somehow get it out of my head that everything that happened wasn’t my fault, that it wasn’t my place to do anything about it.

I stopped my life after Madalena died. I didn’t want to marry again; I let life go on its own course. I dedicated myself to my son and to our organization. And it was better that way. It might have been selfish of me to deny my son a mother figure, but I only wanted to spare him. “Imagine if something happened again? Not a chance. I only did what was best for us both.”

Obviously, I’ve been with other women, but it was just something carnal to appease my desires. Fucking without commitment was much better. I’m fifty years old; I’m not some teenager dreaming about any of that anymore.

My sister-in-law has always helped me with my son, and that help was essential. Both she and my brother say I need to marry again, now that Fillipo is married and I’ll be alone. But I don’t care.

No woman has ever stirred in me the interest that Madalena did. My heart was hers alone. Until I found out what she did to me. And I don’t believe another woman will be capable of making it beat again. I don’t want it, and I have no reason left to desire such a thing.

That was my thinking, until the girl, all beaten up, appeared out of nowhere in front of my car. It left me stunned, fucking furious, with my murderous side flaring up. My protective instinct wants to shelter her, and the demonic mafioso side wants to kill the bastard who dared hurt her.

I get out of the car and my surprise is even greater. I recognize the woman. She’s the crazy friend of my nephew’s wife. The girl, pretty and delicate as a rose, is hurt and looks exhausted. She babbles a few words and passes out in my arms. I lift her and put her in the car, head for the hospital, and on the way I call Franco and ask him to bring his wife to meet us.

I don’t know how to take care of anyone. She seems like a bomb about to go off. The question remains: who did this to her?

At the hospital, she’s taken by the medical team to be treated while I wait for my nephew. Since she works here, it’s easier to get her seen without me having to fill out forms. I know nothing about the girl.

“Where is she?” Ilza asks, frightened.

“They took her to be treated.”

“Uncle, now explain what actually happened?” Franco asks calmly.

“I almost ran her over, but I managed to brake in time. It was only when I got out of the car that I recognized her,” I say.

“Did she say anything?” he inquired.

“That her mother was dead, and that she killed him. But I have no idea what she was talking about or if it’s true. She passed out right after and I couldn’t ask where she lived or check anything.”

“I can’t believe he had the guts to hurt her. I knew this would happen. I asked Giulia to let me help her, but the stubborn girl wouldn’t.” Franco’s wife says, indignant.

“Love, tell me where Giulia’s house is. I’ll send some soldiers over there to see what happened.” Ilza complies with her husband’s request, and Franco summons the soldiers.

“Thank you for helping her,” Ilza says gratefully.

“Don’t mention it. I’d never leave her like that. Who is this man you mentioned?” I ask, curious.

“Her stepfather. He’s disgusting, cruel, and he always took all her money. And he beat my friend and her mother.” My blood boils.

“I swear, if she hadn’t passed out, I would have gone after him and killed the miserable fuck,” I say, feeling the anger bubble inside me.

“I’m going to check on her. Please let my husband know.” I nod.

Ilza goes in through where the other doctors pass and disappears from view. What a fucked-up piece of luck that this girl should fall right into my hands.

“Where’s Ilza?” my nephew asks upon returning.

“She went to get news about her friend. Any updates?” I ask.

“I sent the soldiers and asked Domenico to go along. My brother will call as soon as there’s news.”

“Okay!”

“It’s a good thing you found her, Uncle. It could have been worse if she’d fallen into the wrong hands,” Franco says, relieved.

“I think so too,” I agree.

A while later, Ilza returns wearing a lab coat, her eyes red from crying. She saw her friend’s condition and it wasn’t pretty. It was a real mess.

“He hurt her badly, Franco. Giulia has two broken ribs, her face and body are covered in bruises. It was horrible to see her like that,” she says, crying, and is comforted by her husband.

“Can we see her?” I ask.

I need to be sure the little flower is okay.

“Follow me,” Ilza says.

We go to the room area, enter, and Giulia is lying curled up, looking at the window.

“Giulia, Franco is here, and Stefano too.” She gets the attention of the small figure, who turns her delicate face—now swollen and with some bandages.

I hate cowardly men who hurt innocent women.

“That bastard did a real number on her,” Franco growled.

“I need to know about my mother and get out of here. He’ll come after me, Ilza. I know it! Get me out of here,” she pleads, crying.

“Calm down, you can’t leave now. And about your mother, Franco is taking care of it,” she says, trying to calm her friend.

She closes her eyes and stays like that for a moment.

“I can’t just stay here doing nothing,” she tries to get up again.

“I already said you’re not leaving here. Come on, Giulia. Don’t you see your condition? Don’t you see you can’t do anything right now?” my nephew’s wife gets her attention. “You need to take care of yourself. Your body is all hurt.”

“My mother needs me,” her voice comes out trembling.

“I know she does! But in your current state, you can’t help her. As I said, Franco is taking all the necessary steps.”

“Giulia.” She looks at my nephew. “I’ll call Domenico and get an update. I’ll be right back.” She nods.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be trouble, or get you all involved in this,” she says, hanging her head.

“It’s no trouble at all!” Ilza says categorically.

“Thank you!” She makes a pained face as she shifts in the bed. “Thank you, too, sir,” she says, wiping the tears from her face.

I feel completely uncomfortable seeing her like this. So vulnerable, broken, with a lost look. My instinct is to hold her in my arms and protect her, but she doesn’t belong to me and she never will.

“I didn’t do anything that wasn’t necessary. Take care of yourself. I need to go now.” I say goodbye to the girls and head home. Staying here near her is not good. Not good at all.

In the hallway, I meet my nephew and tell him to call me if he needs me.

Since Fillipo isn’t back from Cancun yet, I won’t go to his house. I head straight to mine. Maybe a good night’s sleep will help me sort out my thoughts after everything that happened today.
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CHAPTER 2
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Giulia

OF COURSE, LIFE COULDN’T be less of a shitshow with me. It had to put Stefano in my path, just to show me how completely fucked I am. He didn’t look at me with pity or anything like that, but I imagine I was a problem he wasn’t looking for at that moment.

And to make it worse, my friend’s whole family is involved now. If Carmelo isn’t dead, he could come after me and try to hurt one of them. If that happens, I’ll never forgive myself.

“I should have just let Carmelo kill me. I think it would have been better.”

“Giulia, are you listening to yourself? Fuck no, girl. You have so much to live for.” My friend gets worked up.

“What life, Ilza? I don’t know what to do anymore, where to run. I had everything ready, I was going to Rome with my mother. There we could figure out what to do. But Carmelo took all my money.”

I explain to her how it all happened, that I had no choice but to run and ask for help. I don’t know if it was luck or bad luck to cross paths with Stefano.

“You did the right thing, and what luck for us that my husband’s uncle found you.”

“He must already be sick of me. I made a scene at his wedding, he defended me from Carmelo once in the hospital parking lot, and now this.”

“Well, looking at it another way; he seems more like a gift from fate.”

“You’re the dreamer here, not me. Don’t start making up theories,” I say.

“For now,” she says.

Franco enters the room and stands beside his wife.

“Domenico let us know your mother is here at the hospital, they’re running tests on her. She’s just as hurt as you are.”

I close my eyes, a knot forming in my throat.

“Is my mother’s life in danger?” I ask, dreading the answer.

“Dr. Greco will come speak with you later,” he says.

“And Carmelo?” I ask in a thread of a voice.

He looks at Ilza before turning his gaze back to me. Shit, nothing good is coming.

“He wasn’t at the house when my brother got there, only your mother was.”

“He’s going to come after me, Ilza. I know he will. I need to get out of here with my mother.” My desperation returns.

“He won’t come here, not unless he’s a complete idiot,” Franco says calmly. “Besides, I’ve left security at your mother’s door and yours.”

“I don’t even know how to thank you both. I just wish none of this was happening.” I say, tired of this whole shitty life.

“Just focus on getting better.” I thank my friend’s husband, who leaves the room and waits for his wife outside.

“I wanted to ask you something, before I go. I just don’t know how.” Her eyes grow misty.

“Ask,” I encourage.

“When I saw your body all bruised, I was in shock. A fear took hold of me. The nurses even wanted to examine you more thoroughly, but I didn’t allow it. It’s too invasive.”

“Friend, you want to know if Carmelo assaulted me? The answer is: he tried, but I got away before he could.”

“Oh, thank God! I was terrified of that possibility,” she says, relieved.

“But it was still disgusting, the way he touched me. Why do I have to be so screwed over and alone?” I ask sadly.

“You were alone. You’re not anymore. I’m still angry with you, and even with myself. I should have paid more attention, taken better care of my friend.”

“Stop it! You have your life, your family, your job. I would never have dragged you into my problems.”

“Sisters are for these things, because that’s what you are to me. I have to go now. Call me if you need anything. I love you.” She says, leaning in to hug me.

“Thank you for everything. I love you too.” She gives me a hug, very carefully, and leaves.

I lie in bed, letting myself cry, praying that at some point all this pain will pass.
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I WANTED TO SEE MY mother, but Dr. Asshole wouldn’t allow it. He said it’s best for her to rest, and for me to rest too. However, he promised he’d come talk to me properly tonight.

I got calls from Ilza and Nedja, and it even cheered me up a little. I realized how genuine their concern was. I don’t want people feeling sorry for me over all this shit, but I understand there might be someone who truly cares about me.

I hear a knock at the door and say to come in. A beautiful woman walks through the door, with her black hair, very green eyes, and a modest smile.

“Good morning, Giulia! How are you today?” she asks politely.

“Dr. Rosi, I’m a bit sore, but okay. And you?” I try to sound calm.

“I’m great! I came to chat a bit. It’s been a long time since you’ve been to my office.” She starts by gently scolding me.

It wasn’t for lack of wanting to go, but the fear of opening up, of exposing myself, was greater. She knows about some of my insecurities, my traumas, my quirks. I just don’t want to talk now, about anything.

“I understand if you don’t want to talk. I understand if you don’t want to let out what hurts you. Just don’t forget, that also does harm.”

I remain silent. It might seem childish, but my throat feels like it’s closed, the sound won’t come out. Only my tears. I think I’m going to dehydrate like this.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” She approaches and touches my hair.

“It hurts so much,” I manage to express. “I didn’t want to go through this anymore. I just wanted to be protected.”

“It’s what every woman deserves. I could tell you that at some point it will stop hurting, but I can’t guarantee that.” Her words don’t surprise me; she’s right. “Life is a little box of surprises, an unknown, and most of the time it’s always surprising.”

I let her talk. My silence is best for now.

“I could say you’re a strong woman, but I know that’s not what you want to hear right now. Allowing yourself to be weak is not synonymous with actual weakness. Because everything you’ve been through allows you that luxury. And I know... what a shitty luxury. Giulia, your pain will strengthen you. Right now you don’t see how, but it will.”

“I don’t see a path to that,” I confess.

“Of course you don’t. Now tell me, what else did you want at this moment?”

“Honestly?” I inquire.

“Always,” she says.

“To die!” And it’s the purest truth.

“Then the pain would go away, everything would die with you. That’s one point! But that’s an escape valve for those who have only that. That’s not your case.”

“It’s the only one I see,” I mutter.

“I could point out other ways for you to see a way out. One of them is: you can’t let your pains be greater than your will to live. I understand it’s difficult. But imagine you need to cross an ocean in a small boat, because you know that on the other side, there’s someone who loves you and would give their life for you.”

“But there’s no one,” I say with a pain in my chest. “Because even my mother doesn’t love me. Not enough to have left everything behind before and gone away with me. She loves Carmelo more than she loves me. And that’s what hurts the most.”

“Time is a very precious healer. Hold onto it. You’re a young, beautiful woman. At the right time, when you’ve crossed the ocean, you’ll find what your heart so desperately needs.”

“Thank you for coming,” I say sincerely.

“I’ll expect you at our next session. And no running away. When you feel ready to talk about your childhood, just say the word.” Nodding, she strokes my hair and leaves the room.

She’s a fucking incredible woman. Even though she’s just a little over thirty, she has an admirable intelligence and discernment.

[image: ]

I RECEIVED A VISIT from my friend, a very quick one actually. She needed to tend to some patients. I asked about the twins and she said they’re doing great.

Diana also called me, all worried, and said if I needed her, I should let her know. But I don’t want anyone else involved; it’s better they stay away.

When night fell, I couldn’t help but notice Stefano didn’t show up. Not that I wanted him to show up here—lie, I did want him to. What the hell, I didn’t even hold onto the feeling of being held by those strong arms, I erased it. “Stop being a fool, Giulia,” for God’s sake.

Dr. Greco came back as promised and told me about my mother.

“She’ll need to spend some time in a rehabilitation clinic for addicts. The tests show a high quantity of cocaine.” I swallowed dryly.

“Which clinic will she go to? Did she have an overdose?” I asked.

“She did overdose. We almost lost her. As for the clinic, it will be the one affiliated with the hospital.”—heavens, the cost is a fortune, how will I pay?—“If your concern is how it will be paid, don’t worry. Mr. Giordano has already taken care of everything.”

“How?” I ask, astonished.

“Dr. Ilza’s husband.”

“He shouldn’t have done that,” I say, resigned.

“You should accept it. Your situation isn’t the best. Be thankful you have friends, or it would be even worse.” He says petulantly.

He leaves the room with all his arrogance and wisdom. Idiot.

All that’s left for me is to wait until I can leave here, then I’ll figure out what to do. I might be coming off as ungrateful, but what will Franco’s brothers think? Giovanni, his brother, can’t stand me. Big tragedy, right, Giulia?
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CHAPTER 3
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Stefano

I TOSSED AND TURNED in bed, all because my worry for the girl wouldn’t leave me in peace. Why the hell am I so concerned? I should ignore these palpitations of my heart.

I’m not a teenager; I need more control over my actions. My strongest urge right now was to go to the little flower and just watch her sleep.

If I told my brother this, he’d call me crazy. That I’m not thinking rationally. But in my defense: it’s stronger than I am.

I get out of bed. I won’t be able to sleep anyway, so I head to the gym. Maybe working out to exhaustion will help me stop thinking about that girl.

I spent nearly two hours lifting weights and jumping rope. I’m panting, drenched in sweat, and still that girl hasn’t left my mind. I guess I need caffeine.

After my shower, I make my coffee, turn on the laptop, and go over the reports from the nightclubs. I’ve been handling this for my son.

And thinking of him, my phone rings.

“Hello, my favorite old man! How are you?” I laughed.

“I’m well! You, my granddaughter, and my daughter-in-law, how are they?”

“All good! We’re on our way back. My wife wants to return. She got worried about Giulia.”

“Okay! When you get to Naples, don’t forget to let me know.”

“Will do! Anything you want to tell me?”

“About what?”

“The fact that you saved the nurse. Very lucky for her.”

“I couldn’t just leave her there alone.” I’m being honest.

“You wouldn’t be you if you did. Now, one thing: Are you really okay? Your tone of voice sounds a bit off.”

“I’m perfectly fine, just your imagination.”

“Alright then! Talk soon.”

“Bye.”

I look at the photo of Filippo holding Maribel, which is my phone’s wallpaper. Their eyes are the same, their smiles too; only the little one’s black hair is from her mother.

I thank God mentally that Conrado is dead. That way he can never hurt Filippo again. I’m also thankful my boy didn’t reject me and still loves me, even though I’m not his biological father.

I refocus on work. I sent a message to Franco, asked about Miss Mancini, and he told me she’s doing better. And that her mother is going to a clinic for addicts. At least one good thing in the little one’s life.

As for the stepfather, the son of a bitch has disappeared. Of course, with my experience, I know he’ll try to hurt Giulia again.

The day passed quietly. I took a break for lunch. Made a few calls and got one from Irina. We’re friends with benefits. She’s a woman pushing forty, experienced, knows what I like, and best of all, doesn’t ask for what she’ll never get from me.

A relationship.

She wanted to see me, but I’m not in the mood to be with her, or with anyone today. Maybe another time. Though staying home on a Saturday night is boring.

I smile when I look at my phone and see a message from Giovanni inviting me to dinner at his place, saying he has a revelation to make.
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ARRIVING AT MY NEPHEW’S house, I find my brother and sister-in-law.

“Good evening, Stefano,” Luiza greets me, smiling.

“Good evening, sister-in-law, brother! How are you?”

“We’re well! And Filippo, when is he returning?” my brother asks.

“They’re already on their way back. Should arrive in the early hours.” My brother nodded, and we went into the Don’s house.

Franco, Ilza, and the kids had already arrived. So had Domenico, who was playing with Bernardo. The boy grows more every day.

“We’re here,” my brother announces. And we go to greet everyone present.

I sit next to Domenico, who smiles at me, as does Bernardo.

“You grow every day, kid. At this rate, you’ll be taking on a role in the family business soon,” I joked.

“I don’t want to think about that so soon,” Diana expresses her indignation. I laughed.

“He’ll train with his uncle, right, mini Don?” says Domenico.

“Even worse.” We all burst out laughing after the blonde’s comment.

“Let’s not think about that; they’re still children. They need to enjoy this phase,” Ilza comments sensibly.

“From what I can tell, the boys won’t be too much trouble,” Giovanni inquires.

“As for Miss Luna, we can’t say the same. I think the Mini Swan will also be a handful,” Domenico says, without a hint of mockery.

“My daughter is a lady, Domenico,” Ilza teases. “Even if she doesn’t look like one.” We laugh.

“Guys, let the kids be happy. I’m hungry, let’s eat,” Malu says, restless.

“I think that’s a very valid point,” Diana says, guiding us to the dining room.

We dine in a pleasant atmosphere, commenting on how fast our family is growing with the new additions. A knot formed in my throat. I know it shouldn’t, but it’s inevitable. Of course, my father had to ruin everything.

No one says anything, but they don’t need to. I know they’re doing this so I don’t suffer more.

“Well, I called you all here because I need to tell you something,” Giovanni calls for our attention, and before he can speak, he’s interrupted by Amândio.

“Sorry, I had an emergency.” He goes to his sister and hugs her. Then addresses us.

“Had to be the nerd,” Domenico grumbles.

“I know you love me,” he retorts.

“Did you eat dirt, or smoke oregano? Don’t talk shit, you mafioso-in-training.” The girls explode in laughter; the rest just shake their heads.

“Enough, you two, for fuck’s sake,” Giovanni snaps. “Diana and I have something important to say.”

“You’re pregnant. Again,” the underboss says, unenthused.

“Domenico...” Diana whines.

“Sorry, Gnome. But this family only makes babies now; it was predictable you’d make another.” He shrugs.

“We’re having another baby,” Giovanni confirms, and everyone congratulates the couple.

“Congratulations, my son. May my grandchild come with good health and bring you even more happiness,” Luiza hugs her son and daughter-in-law.

I chat with them a little longer, then say my goodbyes and head to my house. To enjoy my peace. The peace I only have when I’m alone.
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CHAPTER 4
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Stefano

I WAS ON MY WAY OUT to see Filippo when the doorbell rang. I went to answer it and was surprised to find Franco. He never shows up unannounced.

“Good morning, Uncle. Sorry to drop by without warning.”

“Good morning! Would you like a coffee?”

“No, thank you, I had one at home. I’ll get straight to the point.”

“What’s wrong?” I ask, alarmed.

“First, I need you to understand, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

“Just say it!” I demand, growing restless.

“I need you to take Giulia in as your guest. For a while.”

“Come again? Are you serious?” I question, even though I know he is.

“I understand, it sounds crazy.”

“Because it is,” I state categorically.

“She needs a safe place. We’re certain her stepfather will come back to torment her again.”

“I can’t be responsible for that girl... this won’t work.” I sigh, already picturing it.

“Uncle, I wouldn’t ask if there was any other way. She’s important to my wife, so she’s important to me, too. Giulia wouldn’t agree to stay at our place. She can’t stay at Domenico’s; he’s impatient and methodical, and besides, it would just scare her even more.”

Thinking about it, her at Domenico’s house would be a tragedy. That’s out of the question. But her here in my house will be my true test of endurance.

“I promise it will only be for a little while, until we find another safe place for her.”

“Does she know?” I ask.

“I needed to speak with you first. I couldn’t mention it to her without consulting you.”

“Talk to her. I’ll take her in,” I say, despite my misgivings.

“Thank you, Uncle,” he sighs with relief.

I just hope I don’t regret this decision. Is she messy? Loud? I also hope she doesn’t parade around my house in those tiny clothes they call pajamas.

With everything settled with my nephew, he leaves. And I head to my son’s house. I miss my granddaughter.

Giulia

THE DOCTOR WHO SAW me when I arrived here discharged me to go home. I felt fearful and uncomfortable—Christ, how am I supposed to go back to that house alone? Of course, Carmelo is probably just waiting for another chance to hurt me again.

Ilza was here when the doctor discharged me. She helped me get dressed because the pain in my ribs is killing me. Even with the painkillers, the ache is unbearable.

“Friend, it’s not safe for you to go to your house.”

“And where am I supposed to go, huh?” I ask.

“I thought you could stay at my place, at least for now.”

“Absolutely not. What if something happens to you, or the kids, or your husband? Carmelo is a cruel man, Ilza.”

“You can’t stay alone. He’ll definitely come after you.”

“But I’m not going to your house either.”

“Stubborn! I’ll talk to Franco. We’ll think of something.”

“I don’t want to keep being a burden.”

“Stop it,” she says.

“It’s true, you’ve already taken care of me, and my mother’s situation. I’ll manage.”

“Have you forgotten I can be just as pig-headed when I want to be? We’ll find a safe place for you.”

I didn’t prolong the argument. I knew I’d lose; when she wants to be, she can be very persuasive. Shit.
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IT WAS ALREADY NIGHT when my friend returned, with her husband in tow. I was packed, just waiting to hear what she’d cooked up.

“Ready to go?” my friend asks.

“That depends on where.”

“You might want to kill me, but you won’t find a safer place.” I didn’t like the sound of that.

“Just say it,” I urge, already anxious.

“I spoke with my uncle Stefano, and he agreed to let you stay at his house,” Franco says, and I almost fall over backward, if I weren’t already sitting. Is this some kind of sick joke?

The old hottie and me under the same roof? I am so screwed. I won’t accept, no way. A thousand catastrophes are already playing out in my mind.

“Franco, are you insane? Sorry, but you must have swapped your whey protein for some other powder of dubious origin. Me staying at your uncle’s house will not work.”

“Why, do you have something against him?” I take a deep breath.

“Friend, did you not give your prince his tea properly?” She holds back a laugh. “I’m being serious, Ilza.”

“Friend, calm down! Mr. Stefano isn’t going to hurt you.”

“He’s not the danger, you creature! I am.” I grumble.

“Then it’s fine. He’s waiting for you at reception. It’ll all work out,” she says slyly.

“I didn’t say I agreed,” I emphasize.

“You don’t have a choice,” she says, crossing her arms.

“You’re a bully. I’m not going.” I need to control myself.

“It’s his house or Domenico’s,” Franco says, arching an eyebrow.

I’m surrounded by wolves in sheep’s clothing. Domenico is a prostitute; his house must see all kinds of women, plus he’s insufferable. God help me.

“Are you my enemies?” I lay on the drama.

“Don’t be silly. Come on, let’s go. We can’t take advantage of Mr. Stefano’s goodwill.” Ilza takes my hand, and her husband—who is no longer a prince in my book—carries my bag.

I swear they’re going to pay for this.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Stefano

I ARRIVE IN FRONT OF my son’s house, and Guilhermo comes out to greet me.

“Good morning, Mr. Stefano.”

“Good morning, Guilhermo! Is my son awake yet?” I ask.

“Yes, sir!”

“Excellent! I’ll go see them, if you’ll excuse me.” I head inside, noticing the door was just slightly ajar.

Going a little further in, I see my son with my granddaughter in his lap, talking to her as she smiles back. I stand still, not announcing myself, savoring the moment.

I’m so proud of my son. He’s become an incredible father to Maribel. The little one is very lucky to have him.

The little girl fixed her blue eyes on me and let out a tiny squeal, then my son turned and smiled when he saw me. He rose from the chair and walked over.

“Dad!” He hugs me and Maribel lunges for me. “Easy, sweetheart, let me say hello to your grandpa first.”

“You missed me, didn’t you, princess?” She laughs, showing off the two little teeth that have appeared.

“Where’s my daughter-in-law, and how was the trip?” I probe as we walk toward the living room.

“Nedja’s upstairs, but she should be down any minute. Aside from the tight spot with Bel’s rescue, the trip was great.”

Fillipo explained everything that happened. They also found out it was the Sheik who ordered Nedja’s parents killed. It’s unbelievable that guy caused so much shit, just because he was in deep shit himself.

Luckily, Nedja didn’t fall into that bastard’s clutches. Can you imagine what her life would have been like? Just thinking about it gets on my nerves. She’s become a daughter to me.

“I didn’t want to tell you over the phone, but I got my memory back. And Dad, for me, everything’s still the same.” I looked at him with an ache in my chest. He must have relived it all. And that’s a fucking painful thing.
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