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CHAPTER 1
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Bella

THERE’S A CRUEL IRONY in needing a new heart when my own never really knew how to live.

After even a small effort, I feel like my body might split in two. I drag the oxygen concentrator closer, check that it’s working, and after pulling off my gloves, I bring a hand up to the nasal cannula.

Everything in place.

Even so, my heart is too weak to handle something as small and simple as tending my garden.

I’m sitting on a little stool, facing my tiny flower bed—daisies, lavender, and a few succulents. Daddy wouldn’t let me have more than that. He’s afraid I’ll overexert myself and my heart will stop for good.

I can’t blame him for being afraid. I’m so weak we’ve ended up in the hospital just because I went down the stairs a little too fast. That’s what happens when you’re born with a faulty heart that doesn’t want to live.

I put my gloves back on and return to fussing with my flowers, happy they’re growing and blooming. I like to think I’m responsible for their lives, that they’re healthy. Completely unlike me.

After I finish with the plants, I stand up slowly. I lean over a little to drag the oxygen concentrator, but Daddy appears in my line of sight.

He comes to me with a radiant smile.

“How’s my girl feeling today?”

“Better than ever,” I lie. I’m getting worse, and to be honest, I don’t know how much time I have. I don’t want to leave Daddy, because he already lost Mama, he already lost Giulia. He only has me.

But I’m so tired of waiting for a heart that never comes.

I’m at the top of the list, but that doesn’t mean the first available heart will be mine; there are so many variables... We know, because we’ve been through this before.

Top of the list, a heart available, but too big for a girl like me.

I don’t want to leave my father, I love him. It’s just that my heart never really wanted to live. And it’s hard to stay strong when a part of you seems to want to bring you down every single day.

“That’s good.”

He cups my face in his hands and kisses my forehead, then slips an arm around mine and drags my oxygen. Slowly, we walk toward the house. It’s a beautiful day in New York. It’s summer. And I love summer. It’s a shame I can’t enjoy life as much as other girls my age.

“We could go to the beach this weekend, what do you think?”

“We have an appointment on Monday. I don’t want to be far from your cardiologist,” he counters, more concerned with the health I don’t have than with the days of life I have left.

I stop walking and turn to face him.

“Maybe you should get married again.”

Instantly, his face hardens into a scowl. His dark eyes grow even darker and narrower, his nostrils flare in irritation. Daddy lets out a sharp breath and presses his temples hard, avoiding eye contact for a few seconds.

“Stop that.”

“Please, Daddy. We’ve been waiting so long. Maybe...”

“Stop it, Arabella!” he shouts at me, making my weak heart race and my chest ache, forcing me to put a hand over it and massage gently. “Are you okay?” he asks, worried.

I shake my head.

“Yes. It was just a little scare.”

He grips my arm with some force, but doesn’t hurt me. It’s just enough for me to feel him, and perhaps, to feel that I’m still alive, breathing. To remind me I haven’t died yet, even though sometimes I feel like I already have.

“You’re not going to die. I swear on my life, Bella. You’re not. We’ll find a heart.”

My eyes burn with tears, and though I want to cry, I hold them back and force my lips into a smile for him.

“Spend more time with me, please.” It’s what I ask, because I feel something is going to happen and change our lives completely. Either way, I just want to spend whatever time I have left with my father. “Let’s go to the beach this weekend. Please, Daddy.”

He holds me by the shoulders, scrutinizing my face for a split second, before agreeing with a nod and pulling me into a tight hug. I wrap my arms around my father’s torso and squeeze him against me, memorizing his smell and how comfortable his embrace is.

I’m so sorry I have to leave him, and I truly hope he finds someone to fill the void that will be left in his heart when I’m gone. My father deserves to be happy; he’s taken such good care of me all these years.

“Come on, sweetheart.”
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GIULIA MORETTI RUSSO †

Beloved wife and devoted mother.

“Gone too soon, but left memories time can never erase.”

“Is it very cold down there?” I ask my sister, staring at her oval photo on the marble headstone.

She was so beautiful.

We have the same brown hair and green eyes. We weren’t the closest sisters in the world, because our age gap was big, and when she left home to marry an important man, Mama was still pregnant with me.

Still, I remember Giulia well; she tried to be close to me, even with my constant hospital visits and my life full of limitations. I like flowers and delicate things because of her.

On my ninth birthday, she gave me a necklace with a daisy pendant. Giulia had a matching one and told me it was like a sister necklace. I’ve worn it ever since as if it were my lucky charm.

“Promise you’ll be on the other side when I get there?” I ask another question, staring into the serious eyes in her photograph.

Like anyone else, I’m afraid of dying. Afraid that the end is just that. The end. Lights out, a great, meaningless void. I’m afraid that having lived, even a limited life like mine, will have meant nothing in the end.

“She was so beautiful when she smiled. I hate that they used this photo of her on the headstone.”

Hearing the familiar voice of Elena, Giulia’s eldest daughter, I turn my head slowly to look at her. She places the fresh flowers she brought on the grave and stops beside me. I’m not surprised she’s bleached all her hair, added purple streaks, and got a choppy, messy cut. It all goes perfectly with the black lipstick and the spiked metal choker.

Elena has Giulia’s rebellious spirit. I may have the same eyes and hair, but Daddy always says his eldest granddaughter has my sister’s same difficult temperament.

We don’t have a conventional relationship, and if you asked me anything personal about my niece, who’s only two years younger than me, I wouldn’t know how to answer.

When my sister died in that damned fire, Elena was with her and has a burn scar on her leg to prove it. Since it happened, her father has raised her in a glass bubble, and wherever she goes, there are strange men in suits and sunglasses.

I’m not so different from her. Daddy worries about me so much that I was homeschooled. I never made friends. To be honest, I don’t even know how to make them. Anyway, what would be the point? Just one more person to miss me when my heart stops beating.

“I don’t like this photo either,” I say, after an eternity of silence.

“Sometimes Dad has bad taste,” she retorts, pursing her lips in a pout that makes me smile.

Elena shoves a hand into the pocket of her jean skirt and pulls out a small yellow box of Milk Duds. After opening the package and fishing out two chocolate caramel balls, she tosses them into her mouth at once.

Whenever I see her, she’s eating Milk Duds.

She extends the box in my direction.

“Want some?”

I shake my head slightly, declining.

“No, thank you. Too much sugar.”

“Oh, right. Dad says I have to cut back on sugar because that’s what keeps me up late,” she grumbles, shrugging. “That’s why he’s so grumpy—doesn’t know how to enjoy the good things in life.”

I know almost nothing about Elena’s father. I think we’ve seen each other three or four times in my whole life. But I’ve heard enough about him to know it’s better we keep our distance.

I know that the moment he laid eyes on Giulia, he decided she would be his, and then, soon after, they were married. Despite her rebelliousness, Giulia accepted, and the two lived a happy life before she died.

I can’t accept that a man can simply set his eyes on a woman and decide she belongs to him. And I can’t accept that Daddy let it happen.

He says he had no choice.

I’m not stupid; I know what Daddy does behind the scenes. My old man isn’t just a successful real estate businessman. Because if he were, he wouldn’t have mentioned being able to convince Dante to reconsider the organ trafficking issue and get a heart for me.

Just thinking about it makes my stomach turn and I feel like vomiting.

I’d rather die than let someone’s life be ripped away just so I can live.

Dante Russo is a monster. And I fear my father is heading down the same path. How long until my late sister’s husband corrupts my father completely? If that happens, I hope I’m not here to see it.

“He’s just being your father.”

Elena laughs, shrugging her shoulders.

“You haven’t seen the latest little bimbo he’s been dating,” she comments, sticking two black-painted fingernails down her throat in a gagging motion. “A classless little slut. If he thinks that witch is going to be my new mother, he’s sorely mistaken.”

My cheeks flush.

I feel so old around Elena, as if our age difference were thirty years instead of two. She’s so young and always follows trends; the only thing I do is think about the next minute of my life.

“How are you?” she wants to know.

I shrug.

“Fine. I’m about to become a cheerleader soon,” I reply, drawing a laugh from my niece, who shakes her head from side to side, making the purple streaks sway.

“Oh, no, please. Don’t make me hate you, Aunt Bella. I hate cheerleaders,” she grumbles.

I give her a small, genuine smile.

“You’re beautiful. You’d make a great cheerleader.”

Elena wrinkles her nose and screws up her face in disgust.

“Gross.”

We both laugh.

“I need to go. I have a curfew, or my dad will have another control freak meltdown about how dangerous the world is.”

I agree with a nod.

Because of my father, I know Dante is very strict about the hours Elena can be out. It’s not even late afternoon yet, but she’s not allowed on the streets at night.

He’s a little paranoid.

Maybe he’s crazy.

I watch Elena disappear among the trees, the security men following her like shadows. I smile slightly when I notice she’s grumbling about something to one of the men and then flips him the middle finger.

I turn my attention back to my sister’s headstone and smile again.

“I don’t know how you and that horrible man made a girl as beautiful as Elena.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Dante

“MY ANSWER IS STILL no, Rafaelle,” I say, making a dismissive gesture with my hand. The old man doesn’t move a muscle. “My patience has limits, and you’re dangerously close to crossing them.”

He runs his hands through his gray hair, searching the depths of his mind for arguments to change my mind. It’s pointless. I won’t do what he wants.

I tolerate Rafaelle only because he’s Elena and Vittoria’s grandfather, though he’s never been much good at the role. He was never a good father to Giulia, and after Arabella was born and his wife died, he’s lived only for the sick girl. It’s not hard to see he has no genuine interest in the rest of the family.

The bastard is merely an associate within the Concordata and acts as if he holds some important, influential position. I hate that he insists on this authoritarian posture, which makes his presence even more insufferable.

Honestly, he’s still breathing because of my daughters.

“Arabella needs a heart, Dante. She doesn’t have much time,” the old man insists, making me exhale a sharp breath.

I still remember the moment I discovered that one of the leaders of a clandestine organ trafficking ring was using the Concordata’s routes and contacts to move his merchandise.

I never wanted any part of that fucking hellhole. It’s the kind of filth no man should go near, not even us, who already have too much blood on our hands. Yet, I discovered it was the same trafficking ring that had kidnapped Isabella, Giulia’s best friend.

She never got over the girl’s disappearance, and when it became clear she’d been taken for the black market, a single request from her was enough to make me act. I loved my wife too much to do nothing.

Without waiting for the Concordata, I found a warehouse where they kept illegal medical equipment, ready to transport the mutilated bodies, and I burned it all.

I knew the other bosses of the Concordata wouldn’t be happy with my decision, but in that moment, I didn’t care. The rage of knowing what they’d done to Isabella and the pain in Giulia’s eyes were enough.

They retaliated, of course.

When it comes to revenge, those vermin have no limits. They found the country house where my family and I used to hide, the one place we could find peace away from everything. They burned it all in a single night. In the middle of the fire, I pulled our daughter from the rubble, and when I went back, I found Giulia unconscious, her skin pale, her arms curled over her womb, protecting our baby.

I dragged her out, ignoring the heat searing my skin and the suffocating smell of smoldering wood. But it was too late for my Giulia.

She died in the flames that were the price of my promise, taking with her the part of me that knew love.

Something of her endured.

Our daughter was born premature, tiny and fragile, a small shadow of Giulia’s life. She spent months in the NICU, hooked to machines fighting for her. But our little girl survived, against all odds.

That’s why I named her Vittoria.

And the Concordata knew there was no way to make me pay for that decision. Out of respect for what I’d lost, they made a pact, promising not to touch the organ trade without my consent. But deep down, I know if a chance for high enough profit arises, that promise won’t mean a thing.

Because they don’t carry the same scars I do.

“I suggest you don’t waste your time and go be with her,” I say, and Rafaelle’s eyes flash with anger.

I ignore him and turn back to the papers on my desk, the ones I was organizing before the damn old man showed up at my house and interrupted me. Besides my daughters, he’s the only person who speaks to me without an appointment.

“Dante...”

“Grandpa!” Elena’s cheerful voice stops him from continuing his useless pleading.

With a sheet of paper and a pen, she comes running into the office and throws herself into her grandfather’s arms, hugging him tightly. Over the top of my eyes, I watch the two of them. Rafaelle exchanges a look with me, still silently begging.

“You dyed your hair blonde... and purple,” he comments, focusing his attention on his granddaughter. “And you cut it.”

“Do you like it, Grandpa? I love it.”

He offers a weak smile.

The two of them chat for a few more minutes, and then the old man makes up an excuse to leave. He needs to take care of Arabella, as if the damn girl can’t be alone for a few hours.

“Don’t be so mean to Grandpa,” Elena requests, crossing her arms over her chest and stopping in front of me, her eyebrows—also dyed purple—raised at me.

“And you could have not dyed your hair and eyebrows that color,” I retort firmly, and she huffs.

My daughter shakes her head from side to side, and before I can turn my attention back to the papers, she shoves her sheet in my face. Quickly, I can see it’s the permission slip for the school trip, the one I denied last week.

“I already said you’re not going.”

“Daddy, please,” she starts to whine, puckering her lips. “Everyone from school is going.”

“It’s a shame you can’t go, then.”

She narrows her eyes and flares her nostrils before clenching her jaw.

“You can’t keep me locked up here forever, you know? When I turn eighteen, I’m disappearing from your life. You’ll never hear from me again. Is that what you want? You want to lose me too?”

I hate when Elena is so defiant, but her words make me look up and face her. My daughter has always had a naturally difficult temperament, and since her mother died, it’s gotten worse.

But when I look at her, I still see that little girl from the night of the fire, crying in pain and for her mother, covered in soot with a burned leg.

I almost lost her too. To be honest, I don’t think I could have pulled myself together if that had happened. Elena saved me from the grief, because I loved Giulia and before her I didn’t know that kind of love was even possible.

I’m so strict about security because I don’t want anything to happen to her. I want her always to be safe. And I know my rules suffocate her and drive her crazy, because she’s a teenager.

“Daddy, please.” Elena clasps her hands together as if in prayer and starts to beg. “Don’t you want me to broaden my historical knowledge?” she asks, starting to read from the paper, trying to persuade me. “We’re going to explore Independence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence was signed. That’s very important. Don’t you think?”

“Do you really want me to answer that?”

She rolls her eyes and takes a deep breath, but continues:

“We’re also going to see the Museum of the American Revolution. Daddy, you know I love history, please.”

“I’m not letting you ride a bus,” I say, and I hate that I’m almost giving in.

“Brad can drive me, and I don’t even mind him following me the whole time. I promise I won’t try to run away this time, how about that?”

“That it’s not a good idea.”

Elena walks around the mahogany desk and places her paper on top of all of mine, handing me the pen with a wide smile. She jerks her chin, insisting I sign the damn permission slip.

“I promise I won’t complain about my curfew for a month.”

I arch a skeptical eyebrow at her.

“A month?”

“Oh, Dad. A month is a lot.”

I take a deep breath and decide to give in.

As I grab the pen, I notice it’s slightly smudged with chocolate and caramel. I shoot a sidelong glance at Elena.

“You should try some. Maybe it’ll sweeten your sour mood a little.”

“I haven’t signed yet.”

She laughs.

“You know I love you, right? Come on, come on, sign it! Before you change your mind.”

I sign the paper and let her go on the school trip. My chest feels uneasy, as if something is out of place. Still, Elena is complicated and a little rebellious, but aside from dyeing her hair different colors, putting in fake piercings now and then, complaining twenty-four hours a day, and trying to run away from my men (and always failing), she doesn’t do many crazy things that put her life at risk.

“Thanks, Dad. You’re the best in the world.”

With that, she grabs my face and plants an exaggerated kiss on my cheek, then snatches the paper, her eyes shining as she looks at where I signed. She starts spinning around the office, happy she gets to go on the school trip.

“Since you were nice to me, I’ll give you some advice.”

“I don’t need advice from a seventeen-year-old.”

She ignores me.

“Dump that woman with the leopard-print scarf,” she says, making my body tense. In memory of Elena’s mother, I’ve always kept my fucking well hidden. There’s no way she could know about Silve. “She looks like a classless slut. She’s not right for you.”

“Elena,” I reprimand her.

My daughter shrugs.

“Don’t forget. Dump the leopard-print scarf woman and thank me later.” It’s the last thing she says as she leaves the office, too excited to care about any lecture that might come out of my mouth.

I’m about to turn my attention back to the papers when I hear a knock at the door. I check the time on my wristwatch and know it’s my brother, Ettore. He was supposed to stop by to pick up the contracts and transaction records involving our most profitable, and consequently most dangerous, businesses.

He enters, and his eyes fall on the stack in front of me even before he stops before my desk.

“Is this all?” he asks, sitting in the leather chair across from me, not looking up as he flips through the documents with agile fingers.

“For now,” I reply, keeping my tone impassive. “There’s an update on the third contract. The shipment will need a route change. There’s been interference on the usual path.”

He arches an eyebrow, finally stopping his flipping to look at me. We don’t need many words to understand what that means, and he’s smart enough to communicate with me with just a look, which is why he’s my consigliere.

We know interference is always a risk when dealing with high-value products and routes others covet.

“I’ll handle it.”

He puts the papers into a leather briefcase and, for no reason I can discern, lets out a short laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Is it my imagination, or did Elena dye her hair purple?”

I sigh.

“It’s the fashion or something.”

Ettore starts to laugh.

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

“No, but I have a damn feeling you’re going to tell me.”

“She needs a mother, Dante.”

“Why the hair dye? You’ve made better analyses, brother. I think you’re losing your touch.”

He straightens his shoulders, which seem too broad for the gray suit he’s wearing.

“You know that’s not what I’m talking about. Elena and Vittoria need a maternal figure in their lives. A mother who...”

“They have a mother,” I cut him off, standing up. I walk toward my office liquor cabinet and take out a bottle of whiskey to pour a drink.

“Yes, that’s true. But she...”

“Don’t you dare,” I order, and my brother nods, understanding.

I hate when people say Giulia is dead, even though she is.

To be honest, I hate talking about my late wife. It’s not that I’m living in the past, loving a dead woman; what makes me furious is thinking she died in that fucking fire because of me.

I hate knowing my daughters are without a mother because of me.

“My daughters are fine.” I close the subject, though something deep in my chest says otherwise. “All they need is a father who secures their future.”

I pour the whiskey into the glass and take a sip, the heat descending like a controlled, necessary burn.

“They don’t need anyone but me.”

My brother nods, but in his eyes is stamped the question he never dares to voice.

He doesn’t understand that it’s not about mourning the past or an irreparable loss. Giulia is gone, that’s a fact. The fire was the price of a choice, a consequence I won’t let repeat itself, but what bothers me is the mistake, the failure that cost my wife her life.

It’s not grief; it’s pragmatism.

I failed once. I won’t fail again.

My daughters have me, and nothing, no one, will make them go through the hell Giulia went through. I promised her I would protect our family, and it’s a promise I’ll keep, whatever the cost.

“My brother...” Ettore dares, and I know he’s going to say something I won’t like. “Sometimes, it seems like you’re trying to correct something that’s already passed.”

I narrow my eyes, taking the last sip of the amber liquid and setting the empty glass on the table. I’m not trying to correct anything. To correct means to relive what’s already gone, but my goal is different. I am the only one who can ensure that Elena and Vittoria never fall into the wrong hands, never become victims of those who would challenge what I’ve built.

“Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Right. I think I’d better go.”

“Me too.”

Ettore nods and turns his back as he leaves, leaving me alone in the office.

I may have lost their mother, but the world isn’t prepared to see what I’m capable of doing for my daughters.
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Bella

I’M WALKING TOWARD my garden when I feel the first sharp stab in my chest. My steps falter and I brace myself against the oxygen concentrator with one hand, trying to take a deep breath through the cannula.

With a tremendous effort, I keep walking, one small step at a time, and as I push open the little glass door that leads to the garden, a gentle warmth envelops my body, making me shiver.

The mingled scents of the flowers fill my lungs, but even that can’t make me feel a little better today.

Before I can take my first step, the tightness in my chest returns, so strong I feel it will crush me. By instinct, I press my hand between my breasts, massaging, trying to relieve the painful pressure, but it’s in vain.

My knees buckle and I have to grab the doorframe to keep from falling to the floor.

“Please... not now...” I murmur as I feel my vision begin to blur.

I press the button on the concentrator, increasing the oxygen flow, but it has no effect. The pain in my chest pulses, once, twice, three, four times. It’s a pain so strong it’s desperate, I feel it squeezing my heart.

My heart...

It’s tired, isn’t it?

It can’t go on anymore.

My hands tremble as the weight inside my rib cage increases, and all I can do is lean against the wall, breathing in shallow gasps.

The last things I hear, before everything goes dark, are the hurried sound of footsteps and the muffled sound of someone calling my name.

[image: ]

THE SHARP SMELL OF disinfectant makes me open my eyes, and I notice I’m lying in a soft bed. The cold ceiling lights almost blind me, but it’s not hard to adjust to them. I’ve been here so many times that the hospital became my second home long ago.

I manage a small smile when I see my father at the side of the bed. I moisten my lips to speak and a nurse, who appears out of nowhere, suggests I stay quiet and save my energy.

“Do as she says, Bella,” Dad orders, and he has a tense expression, half desperate, I’d even say fearful, stamped on his face.

And I know what that means.

I’m dying.

Dr. Wilson enters, wearing a serious expression that only worsens the tense atmosphere of the room. He holds a clipboard and shakes his head slightly, weighing the right words before saying them.

He’s been my cardiologist for as long as I can remember. He might have seen me born, I don’t know. But we’ve known each other so long I feel like he’s part of my family.

“Rafaelle, we need to talk.”

Dad nods, but doesn’t leave my side. In a firm grip, his hand holds mine, and I don’t try to pull away.

“We’ve known each other since you were a baby, haven’t we, Arabella?” he begins, and I smile, feeling tears wash over my face. “I saw you become a beautiful young woman. Strong and determined. I’ve never seen anyone with such a will to live as you.”

I laugh and cry at the same time, because I don’t know which to do first.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

My father’s grip tightens and I have to make a tremendous effort not to sob.

Dr. Wilson pauses and sighs.

“Unfortunately, your heart is weakening faster than we expected. Your latest tests show you don’t have much time. We need a transplant urgently.”

My chest tightens even more, and it’s not because of my weak, failing heart. The word “urgently” echoes inside my head like an alarm. I always knew I needed a heart, but the fact that he says it’s urgent now makes everything feel impossible.

“How long?” my father asks, and his voice sounds more like a growl than a question.

The doctor hesitates, looking at the paper in his hands, and takes a deep breath before facing my father again.

“It’s hard to be precise, Rafaelle, but I’d say weeks, maybe days. We need a heart for her as soon as possible. Without it...” He leaves the sentence unfinished, and the silence that fills the room is almost deafening.

I’m going to die.

It’s okay, I knew this would happen. I never had many expectations and I’ve lived longer than I hoped. My poor heart held up well. And although I haven’t done many things in life, it hasn’t been so bad.

“That is not an option, Dr. Wilson,” Dad states. “She will get that transplant. Even if I have to turn the whole fucking world upside down.”

“I understand your concern, but,” the doctor continues, cautious, “it’s a complex process. Arabella is at the top of the list, but we know that...”

“I don’t give a damn about any of that!” Dad explodes, his tone a mixture of anger and desperation.

The room falls silent again.

I’ve never seen him lose control like that. Not in front of me. And, honestly, I don’t know what’s more frightening, the gravity of what the doctor just said or the wild look on my father’s face.

I just hope he’ll be okay when I’m gone. I don’t want the grief to last too long. Maybe he’ll remarry and build another family. He’s dedicated so many years of his life to me, it’s time he lived his own.

“Rafaelle,” Dr. Wilson begins again, maintaining his composure, “I know this is difficult to hear. The team is doing everything it can to find a compatible donor. In the meantime, we can keep Arabella comfortable and monitor her closely.”

My father closes his eyes, trying to calm himself, but it’s as if a storm is about to break loose inside him.

“Comfortable?” he murmurs, more to himself than to the doctor. When he opens his eyes again, they are hard and unyielding. “No. I want action, now.”

“Dad,” I call, forcing myself to squeeze his hand. “It’s going to be okay.”

He lowers his gaze to me and his fierce expression softens. Yet, I see the pain in his eyes. My father leans in closer, keeping his face near mine, where only I can see what he hides from the whole world.

“I will fix this. I promise.”

Dr. Wilson clears his throat, drawing our attention back.

“Arabella, I’d like to talk a bit more about palliative care. Just in case the transplant takes longer than we hope.”

Before I can answer, my father raises his hand, cutting the doctor off.

“No. We are not discussing that possibility,” he informs him. “I don’t need to hear about backup plans. I need to know who I need to see to save my daughter.”

The doctor looks uncomfortable, but respects my father’s insistence, leaving after one more nod to me.

Dad is still at my side, and I grip his fingers tighter.

“You know it’s not your fault, right?” I whisper, hoping to calm him.

He just looks at me, with that intense gaze that tells me he will do anything, that nothing in this world will stop him from keeping the promise he just made. And, seeing the dark glint there, I realize he is prepared to turn the world upside down if he has to.

For the first time, I feel afraid. Not because of my weak heart, but because of what my father might be willing to do to keep me alive.
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Dante

“KEEP AN EYE ON HER the entire time.” I give the instructions to Brad with a sharp tone, and he agrees with a firm nod. “She is not permitted to be alone with boys. Do you understand me? No matter what she says.”

“Yes, sir.”

I open my mouth to reinforce that even though they’ll be ninety-four miles away, the curfew is the same, when Vittoria comes running down the stairs, followed by Elena with a backpack and Manson, the capuchin monkey she asked for on her thirteenth birthday, slung over her shoulder.

“You’re not taking the monkey,” I warn, making her huff as she stops in front of me. I don’t like how she’s growing up. Though still petite in stature, she’s getting too big for my liking.

Vittoria grabs my legs. She’s going to be tiny like her mother.

“He has a name. M-A-N-S-O-N,” Elena spells out the capuchin’s name slowly, and I restrain myself from losing it. “And you know why he’s named that. It’s because—”

“I know, I know, because of Marilyn Manson,” I cut off my eldest daughter, who breaks into a smug smile.

“Take good care of him for me, please? I left a list of everything he needs in the kitchen.”

“I’m not taking care of him. I have more important things to do.”

“Dad!” she grumbles, placing the monkey on Vittoria’s shoulder, who also smiles. “Be nice to him, okay?”

The monkey tilts its head, observing its temporary owner, and then, in a quick movement, tugs a lock of Vittoria’s hair, pulling a surprised laugh from the little girl.

She laughs loudly, the light, carefree sound echoing through the foyer.

“See? He likes her,” Elena retorts, an arrogant smile dominating her lips.

I let out a sigh, shaking my head as I watch Vittoria, who seems enchanted with Manson. The monkey reaches out its small hand again, searching for more locks of hair to play with, tugging gently and eliciting more giggles from the girl.

“He’s so sweet,” Vittoria says, trying to keep a straight face while the monkey pulls on her strands.

Sweet?

The last time Manson broke into my office, he threw every book off the shelf, opened every cabinet and drawer, destroyed my wine cellar, and smashed the crystal glasses.

That petulant animal is a little devil.

“It’s only for a few days,” Elena says, her eyes sparkling, which reminds me exactly who she inherited all that stubbornness from. “I’ll be back soon.”

“If he gets into my office, he’s sleeping outside.”

Elena grins widely and throws her arms around my neck for a goodbye hug, then heads out the door, telling Brad she’s choosing the music for the trip.

I watch my rebellious teenager get into the car and drive away, then lower my gaze to see Vittoria laughing with Manson.

“Want to hold him, Daddy?”

I frown, not bothering to hide the distaste the invitation provokes in me.

“Keep that animal away from me,” I order, my tone too harsh for a child like her.

Yet Vittoria doesn’t recoil, she just smiles even wider. My youngest is so used to my bad moods she seems to enjoy them.

“He likes you, you know?” she says, stroking Manson’s head. Quiet like this, he almost looks like the most innocent creature in the world.

“He has terrible taste.”

She keeps smiling, and I’m struck by a strange sensation. It’s as if her laughter is the last truly pure thing in this world we live in. Vittoria doesn’t yet know the shadows that surround me, and no matter how hard I try to keep her away from them, a part of me knows that one day she’ll understand the price of being my daughter.

But for now, it’s just my sweet Vittoria and her laugh, the monkey pulling her hair, and that mischievous look that challenges me without saying a word.

And as much as I want to keep my distance from that animal, from that lightness she forces me to feel, I can’t ignore the truth.

The truth that, in the midst of everything I’ve lost, Vittoria’s laughter is the only thing that reminds me of what I still have.

[image: ]

IT HASN’T EVEN BEEN forty minutes since Elena left for the school trip and the petulant monkey is already in my office. My daughters have the terrible habit of ignoring my orders.

Once again, I’m distracted by Vittoria’s soft laughter. She’s sitting on the sofa, trying to control Manson, whom she now treats like a little brother.

Despite my foul mood, I almost smile at her.

“I need quiet, Vittoria,” I say sharply, and my daughter pouts, whispering something to Manson, who makes a strange noise with his mouth.

I turn my attention back to the stack of papers on the desk and continue reviewing the documents, considering the idea of hiring a new nanny. They never last here, because Elena and Vittoria love to torment them.

My phone rings suddenly. I look at the screen, and the unknown number sends a strange unease through my chest.

“Daddy, look what Manson can do,” Vittoria calls, holding Manson aloft and laughing as the monkey tries to grab her hair.

“Just a minute, Vittoria,” I murmur, answering the call.

“Dante Russo?” a male voice asks, and I hear the sound of sirens and commotion on the other end of the line, making my chest tighten immediately. “It’s about Elena’s school.”

“What happened?” I ask, my tone colder than I intended, but it’s the only way to control the sudden anxiety assaulting my body.

The man pauses briefly, as if choosing his next words carefully.

“There’s... been an accident with the car Elena was in, sir. The driver didn’t survive. Emergency services are on the scene and they’re taking her to the hospital. We don’t have details yet on her condition.”

The words hit me like a punch, and the floor seems to vanish beneath my feet. I grip the phone tighter, feeling my fingers tremble, my muscles tense, my mind refusing to process what I’ve just heard.

My daughter...

For the first time in a long time, I feel real, raw fear tearing through my defenses.

“Where?”

“I’m sending the exact location by text.”

“I’m on my way,” I cut him off, hanging up before he can say another word.

Adrenaline has me out of my chair in an instant, and I finally notice Vittoria is beside me. She’s stopped laughing and now stares at me with wide, innocent eyes. Manson still plays with her hair, but my heart can only beat in one direction: the road, the hospital, where my eldest daughter needs me.

“Is everything okay, Daddy?”

I’ve never lied to my daughters. Yet, I don’t want to scare her with the truth.

I kneel before her, bringing our faces level.

“Daddy needs to take care of something, little one. Look after Manson and don’t let him make a mess, okay?” I keep my tone firm, putting on my usual mask, which makes her smile and nod.

“Okay.”

Innocent as ever, she leans in and plants a kiss on my cheek, making my breath catch.
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Dante

THE STERILE SMELL OF disinfectant nearly chokes me as I move through the hospital’s monochrome corridors. I can’t remember the last time my heart beat this hard and this fast—it’s as if I could reach into my chest and tear it out.

Ettore walks beside me in silence, his expression closed off, but he looks ready to catch me when I explode.

And I’m almost certain that could happen at any second.

When we reach the emergency reception, a doctor is waiting for us. A middle-aged man with narrow eyes that contrast with his rigid posture. He introduces himself as Dr. Thompson, but I couldn’t care less about his name.

I just want to know where my daughter is.

“Elena Russo. My daughter. Where is she?”

“Mr. Russo, I was waiting for you,” he says, and there’s a weight in his voice, a restrained compassion that puts me on edge. And pisses me the fuck off.

“Did you hear my question? Where’s my daughter?” I cut in, but the bastard keeps his tone professional and direct, looking me in the eye.

“Mr. Russo... your daughter, Elena...” He pauses, a long pause that makes me take a step back and run my hands through my hair, desperate. Ettore puts a hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me, but I feel my whole body burning. Aching. “...suffered severe head trauma in the accident. When the paramedics arrived, her vitals were critical. We tried to stabilize her and ran tests immediately, but...” He takes another goddamn pause, as if he’s talking to a three-year-old.

“Just fucking say it!” I demand, my voice colder than I expected.

Dr. Thompson takes a deep breath and swallows hard, and I can see in his eyes that he’s about to drop a bomb on me.

“The results indicate brain death. That means, although her heart is beating with the help of machines, there is no brain activity. There is no possibility of recovery.”

The words echo in my mind like a sound in an abyss, but the sentence itself seems too absurd. Brain death? Elena? My daughter? The very concept feels surreal, like something out of a cruel, badly made joke.

My first reaction is to let out a disbelieving laugh. A harsh, jagged laugh that rises from my throat without any control. A bitter, almost hysterical laugh that surprises both Dr. Thompson and Ettore.

“You son of a bitch!” I snarl through clenched teeth. I shove my hands into my pockets and grip my phone, squeezing it hard enough to turn my knuckles white. “This is a fucking joke, right?” I ask, looking at my brother. “It has to be.”

“Dante...” Ettore tries to speak, but I shake my head from side to side, laughing.

“Brain death? My daughter?”

He really expects me to believe that my daughter, the same girl who left the house with that defiant spark in her eyes less than an hour ago, is now...

The laugh shifts into something heavier, into bitter disbelief.

“Fuck, Doctor...” I can barely finish the sentence, the laugh still escaping even as my voice begins to crack. “You almost had me.”

“Dante...” Dr. Thompson says my name, his expression pained, his eyes fixed on me with that look of “I’m sorry,” of “my condolences,” that fills me with rage.

“No. Shut up.”

“I know this is a lot to process. We can give you and your family time to discuss the next steps. Our teams are available to offer any support you need.”

After hearing him, everything inside me shatters. Every word he says sounds like an insult. Before I can even process all the shit that’s just been thrown at me, my fist clenches and shoots toward him.

The punch hits his face with a solid impact, the crack vibrating up my arm and echoing down the hallway. He staggers back, a hand flying to his face as shock fills his eyes, but I don’t care.

Ettore grabs me before I can go for a second blow, his hands locking firmly on my shoulders, but I try to wrench free, needing to lash out.

I feel my breath heavy, my whole body tense, my muscles coiled.

“Dante, that’s enough,” Ettore says, an attempt to pull me back to reality. “This won’t change anything.”

“She’s not dead,” I growl through my teeth. “Not my Elena.”

Dr. Thompson composes himself, and it infuriates me even more to see that look of understanding on his face, but he says nothing else. He just takes a step back, respecting what little space remains between us.

“I’m taking her out of here. I want a second opinion.”

Ettore tightens his grip on my shoulder.

“Dante.”

“Fuck. Don’t say a word,” I order, and from the corner of my eye, I see my brother agree with a nod.

“I’ll make sure they expedite the paperwork.”
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Dante

SIX HOURS.

Six endless hours.

That’s how long Elena’s transfer took, and how long I sat in the waiting room of the new hospital—the best in New York—staring at the floor and waiting for different news. Since we arrived, I haven’t been able to move a muscle.

“We’ll figure this out, Dante,” Massimo says, sitting beside me and gripping the back of my neck.

Besides being my underboss, he’s also my brother.

He was out of town, handling important business for the Concordata, but as soon as he heard about Elena’s condition, he came running. And it seems he’s just as much of a deluded fool as I am.

When I see the new doctor in charge of Elena’s case approaching, I stand up. Massimo does the same, and Ettore, who was standing a few paces away, joins us.
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