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To all girls I say: have confidence in yourselves, always.

M. G.
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The contents of this novel are fictional; any references to actual events or people, living or deceased, are to be considered purely coincidental.
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The sun was hot, very hot.

That day then was particularly so.

The sun was much hotter in Revere than in Nevada.

Little Ismael clung tighter to his mother's leg, resting his nose on the fabric of her dress. It smelled of her.

Mother was crying. He too had a lump in his throat that almost prevented him from breathing but if he squeezed his eyes shut he could imagine for a moment that it was just a bad dream. Andrew, his brother, stood two steps ahead on his own, stiff as a stick and elegant in his dark suit. The Revere cemetery was small and filled with white and light gray headstones, all arranged in a neat row and reflecting the light of that scorching sun.

Ismael was hot, also wearing a suit jacket and pants. He was supposed to wear it for the neighborhood party; that was what mom had packed the fancy clothes for them. Instead, they had been needed for dad's funeral, who would never return to Nevada with them again.

All around, people murmured muffled words, mother sobbed softly, aunts cried loudly. Ismael pulled up with his nose and squeezed his eyes until he felt pain reliving the scene he had spied just two days earlier. Those events would never disappear from his mind's eye.

He had come in to drink a glass of cool water. Playing hide-and-seek could make one very thirsty. Sophie, his cousin, would count to fifty; he had plenty of time to take his time. As he filled the glass, he had thought that hiding in the house had been quite a stroke of genius. In Uncle Jack's study, Sophie and Andrew would never have found him. He drank greedily, dripping some water from his chin onto the floor. Aunt would have been angry. He hurried up the stairs looking over his shoulder even though he did not need to. He opened the door to the study by sliding under the desk. He just had to be patient and, when he heard Sophie's footsteps drifting away down the hallway, he would slip out and win.

Ismael had barely had time to hide when someone entered the study, followed by someone else who closed the door without bothering to be quiet.

«What do you want, Jack?»

It was mother's voice. Ismael froze, keeping his head straight.

«I want you, Gloria. Haven't you figured that out yet?» Uncle Jack was the one who had slammed the door. Ismael poked his head out of the desk, just a little but enough to see his mother trying to wriggle out of his uncle's grasp.

«What are you saying? Are you out of your mind?»

«What am I saying? I say you'll love it. I know what you used to do in Vegas before you met my brother, you used to give it to the first person who came by, so you might as well give it to your brother-in-law!»

«Jack, you don't know what you're saying!» Mother's voice had become shrill, and she continued to struggle.

Ismael felt a pain in his chest. He wanted to come out of his hiding place, bite his uncle's calf until he left his mother alone, do something. But he was too afraid to move. His legs were as if paralyzed and did not respond to commands. He heard a rustle of clothes and his mother's muffled cries as if she had something pressed against her mouth. Uncle Jack had pushed her against the wall and was lifting up her skirt as he tried to unzip his pants. At that moment Ismael had prayed that a miracle would happen, that his mother would be able to free herself and escape. He had prayed with all his might with his childlike heart, with the desire to squeeze his eyes shut and plug his ears but without the strength to do so. And the miracle had happened. At that instant his father had entered the room.

«But what's going on? Jack! Get off her!» Joseph Santamaria had pounced on his brother, freeing his wife. There had been a struggle and Jack had ended up with his back lying on the desk under which Ismael stood petrified with fear. Until his father had made a strange sound, like a whistle and then a groan. He had curled in on himself, opening his mouth in a frightening grimace.

«Joseph, Joseph! What's the matter with you, what's going on? Oh no...»

From his hiding place Ismael had felt his heart beating at an unfamiliar rate, his legs softened and his eyes swollen with tears. Uncle Jack had run away and left the door open while his mother cried over his father's body lying on the ground.

Within moments, his family's life had changed, his life had changed.

Everything would have changed.




Chapter 1



––––––––
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Sophie had arrived at the company early in the morning on a cold and rainy November day. The workers had not yet arrived; she would have plenty of time to open her email and answer emails before coordinating Monday morning's work.

The confectionery factory was not very big; it was a little gem in the small town of Revere. It was a solid business that Sophie considered her own creation, something in which she had invested energy, enthusiasm, her whole self. She walked into the office and immediately turned on the heat; the first day after the weekend was always the worst, it seemed the room never warmed up and she was forced to stay with her coat over her shoulders, at least for the first half hour. The computer had just started buzzing when the cell phone trilled in her bag. Sophie looked at the display, wrinkling her eyebrows: her parents' home number. So soon?

«Yes?»

«Sophie. You must come immediately! Your father...we have called the nine one one!»

The maid's sobbing voice made her blood run cold. Her father? Without answering she hung up the phone, grabbed her purse and rushed down the iron staircase with her heart pounding in her throat. She rummaged through her purse looking for the keys. She touched everything, a thousand useless objects, without being able to find the one essential that would allow her to start the car. She approached her Honda, forcing herself to breathe calmly. She plunged her hand back into the bag with all the coolness of which she was capable and fished out the keys. Like a fury she opened the door and slid into the seat. As she tried to get out of the parking lot without colliding with the other cars, Sophie had the unwarranted but clear feeling that from that moment something would definitely change in her life and that she could in no way oppose that fate.

***
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La Vegas.

Ismael joined the hands and closed his eyes for just a moment. Damn it.

«Mr. Santamaria, are you feeling well?»

He lowered his eyelids for a moment, trying to slow his breathing. No, he did not feel well at all, he was furious, but he had no intention of admitting it.

«Let's take a break, Amber.»

«As you wish, Mr.»

He reopened his eyes. His personal assistant came out of the office moving that mandolin ass tightly in the knee-length burgundy skirt. Ismael closed his eyes again. At that moment no ass of any shape would be able to distract him. Damn it, it was not supposed to happen. Jack Santamaria was gone, dead. A sudden heart attack. He could not have chosen a worse time to die, the bastard. Yet he had done so, in spite of his detailed plans. It must have been the too many worries that had crushed him. His confectionery business was not doing well, he was up to his neck in debt and almost on the verge of bankruptcy. But it had not been enough; it was not all supposed to end so soon. Ismael wished Jack had survived long enough to meet again, then it would have been fun. He wanted to be begged. He should have begged him for mercy, should have begged for an ounce of his compassion. A vain undertaking by the way, since he did not know the meaning of that word. Instead, there would be no such thing because the game was over soon after it began. He got up from his desk to pour himself a tumbler of scotch. Disappointment and anger gave him a kind of physical sickness, making him almost dizzy.

Perhaps all was not lost, if he dug deeper he would find that there was still something left to take. He let the liquor warm his esophagus, giving him a familiar burning hot feeling. There was for example the confectionery shop run by his cousin Sophie. That one still had not been affected by the huge mountain of debt accumulated by his father. But it would only be a matter of time, days, perhaps hours. Jack's creditors were so thirsty that not even a slice of his estate would withstand the earthquake.

The last sip of liquid slid down his throat warm and invigorating. Ismael returned to his desk and snapped his tongue. He felt invigorated. After all, making decisions was easy when you knew exactly what you wanted. It was simple, it was all destiny after all.

«Amber, arrange a flight to Revere.»

«Massachusetts? Of course, Mr. For when?»

«I have to be there tomorrow for a family funeral.»




Chapter 2



––––––––
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Sophie had never felt so alone in the midst of so many people. Villa Santamaria that morning was bathed in an incessant buzz, just as incessant had been the coming and going of friends and relatives. An unceasing stream of condolences, handshakes, hugs and kisses. Some more heartfelt, some less.

Sophie's mother had wanted to respect the traditions of her land. No mortuary in the chapel; the dead person was to remain at home, in the house where he had rejoiced, mourned, in a single word lived. The visiting room had been set up in the main hall, with the coffin placed in the middle and surrounded by arrangements of white flowers. Her father's face was beginning to gray, and his hands lay crossed and shriveled on his chest. Looking at him Sophie thought she did not recognize him; in that cold body there was no longer her father, there was only death that had taken him away suddenly and too soon. Blowing her nose, she approached her mother who had placed her chair as close to the coffin as possible, whispering in her ear:

«Mother, shall I ask to have some more hot tea brewed?»

The mother shook her head in denial as she barely looked up at her with her eyes veiled in tears. She had shed so many that her eyes were swollen and red. «Not for me, maybe for guests.» Sophie assented and quietly continued her rounds. She would tell the waitress what to do. She glanced at the refreshments, there was still plenty of food, it would be enough to make more tea at the moment.

Anthony stood leaning against the doorframe of the living room door and chatting softly with the lawyer Lancers, the family's long-time attorney. The lawyer was roughly her father's age and had known him since she was a child; he was a bit like an uncle to both her and her brother. Sophie barely intercepted a few words but the two bowed their heads in silence as soon as she was closer. She saw them both stiffen and then peer at her as if she had just sprouted two bulky horns. She sighed bitterly. «Anthony...» questioned him with the sternest look in which she could produce herself. She was the older sister, the one who had always shown more pulse than anyone in the family. Sophie had broad shoulders, was as capable as a man, perhaps even more so. She had no fears, was self-confident, and went her own way without fear of obstacles. For that reason her father had entrusted her with the management of the confectionery. An entire business, a small jewel in the empire of confectionery production to which the family had always dedicated itself, something to be run entirely on her own. Because Sophie had the stuff to run a business, in a single word, she was capable.

«Don't worry, I will fill you in later. There are some things we need to talk about but we will take care of it after father's funeral.» His tone was meant to be reassuring, but Anthony was as pale as a sheet, and his smile came across as forced to the point of improbability.

Under other circumstances Sophie would have cornered him and grilled him until he spit out the truth. But she was tired and just did not feel like it. There was nothing at that moment that could undermine that gut-wrenching pain that wracked her chest. Her father was gone, he would never return. He would never again embrace her and reassure her by telling her that everything would be all right. She would never again tell him about the business, the skirmishes with suppliers, the satisfactions with customers. It was all over. She nodded and turned away from them to go for a breath of fresh air on the terrace.

Outside the french window he finally caught a glimpse of two friendly faces.

«Rosemary! Lucy!» She squeezed the two girls coming toward her in a hug. The schoolmates of yesteryear had become the friends of life. She called them "the girls," but all three were now past the age of thirty.

Rosemary stroked her cheek as she looked at her with beautiful mottled green eyes that triumphed over her somewhat angular face. «You're taking care of everything, aren't you?»

Sophie huffed: «Mom is broken and Anthony...»

Lucy looked at her sideways, as if to say Anthony can't make it. But Sophie beat her to it: «He is working with the lawyer on the legal aspects.» Pitiful lie.

All three of them knew well that in the family, after their father, Sophie was the only one who could take charge of situations, whatever their nature. She was a balanced, rational woman with good sense.

Rosemary looked toward the square designated for parking. It was already almost full.

«Many people are coming. Your father really knew many people in Revere.»

«Yes, it was all so sudden. I still can't even believe it. The heart betrayed him.»

Lucy looked at her from below her five-foot-four-inch height. She was small and round. «My darling, you have to make yourself strong.»

Sophie nodded, tightening her lips. She knew it had to be strong, but it was not as natural as saying it. She had the feeling of a pierced heart and the certainty that that pain would never go away. It was too intense, too devastating to think that one day she would be able to take a single breath without suffering as she was in that moment.

Thoughts were interrupted by the constant coming and going. Two other men were climbing the steps leading to the terrace and marching in their direction.

«Excuse me girls, I have to receive these condolences. Please can you go and take a look at mom? Aunt Angela sat next to her, and I'm sure she'll do nothing but make her cry with her heart-wrenching memories.»

«But certainly.» Rosemary and Lucy walked toward the main hall as Sophie greeted the two men who had just arrived.

The whole afternoon was thus consumed. By the end of the evening, her head was spinning. So many people had arrived at the villa that she had lost count. She would have liked to lie down for a while, but it was not possible to leave the guests alone. She just hoped they would all go away and let them get some rest for the funeral the next day. She was in the kitchen to coordinate the round of coffee to be served when she felt a hand resting on her shoulder.

«Anthony.» Her brother looked at her with sad eyes and the messy tuft of dark blond hair on his forehead. «I need to talk to you, right now.»

Sophie left instructions to the maid and secluded herself with him in the hallway.

«What's going on? Is this about what the lawyer Lancers was telling you this afternoon?»

The brother looked her straight in the eye but only for a moment, then turned his gaze to his own shoes. He was conflicted, she could see it, she knew him too well, his body was sending a myriad of signals of agitation.

«In a way, yes. I wanted to talk to you about it after the funeral, but we can't wait any longer. There was an unscheduled, someone came in. I made him sit in father's study and we have to meet him. Both of us. But we have to go immediately.»

Sophie frowned at him. Perhaps it was best to get that thought out of her mind right away, Anthony's behavior was too strange and she did not like it at all. She put a hand on his shoulder. «All right, I'll join you in a few minutes.»




Chapter 3



––––––––
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Entering her father's study had a strange effect on her. As she walked down the hallway, Sophie thought that that large room would always be dad's study for her, whatever other destination it might have had. It would remain in every way identical to when her father worked there spending whole evenings on the phone with his business associates or in front of the computer or engaged in very long meetings. Upstairs there was such silence that his thoughts could gallop freely taking the strangest directions. On what could such secrecy have depended? It had to be something extremely important, otherwise Anthony would have postponed that meeting until the next day, after the funeral was over as he had told her. Sophie lowered the doorknob and entered without knocking. Jack Santamaria's study was a room that could easily have been described as manly, made of antique wooden furniture and dark burgundy leather armchairs, marten-colored carpets, and creamy white curtains. Anthony came to her with a face that tried to express a serenity that did not reach his eyes. Everything was so strange. There was someone sitting in one of the two armchairs facing the unlit fireplace. Sophie could not see who it was because the guest had his back to them but she was sure it was a man. She could smell it from the lingering odor of male cologne that certainly did not belong to her brother. Anthony anticipated each of her questions.

«Sophie, honey, I have a surprise for you. Look who has come to visit us...»

Prompted by the introduction, the man in the armchair slowly stood up. He was tall and had broad shoulders encased in a gray suit so dark it almost looked black. He was so massive and imposing that just standing up made her barely flinch in spite of herself.

When the man turned around, Sophie almost took a step back, so menacing and looming was his figure. He was big and bulky, with thick, frowning eyebrows above stern, black eyes. He wore his hair very short, almost completely shaved, and had a very unassuring air about him. He did not smile, did not come toward her, did not say anything cordial. He remained still in his seat, perfectly comfortable in the face of her bewilderment and waiting for her to make a move. But Sophie was paralyzed, on guard, as if her own body, just by looking at the stranger, had triggered an alarm, as if something suddenly activated in her brain that suggested she should be careful of the man. And to keep her distance.

«Even I had a hard time recognizing him. So many years have passed. Ismael arrived just an hour ago.»

Ismael.

Ismael Santamaria.

That is who he was, the son of uncle Joseph and aunt Gloria. The american relatives. Uncle Joseph had left Revere as a child to make his fortune in Nevada and had indeed found it. He had become the owner of a prestigious restaurant that in the long run had turned into a thriving chain. In Las Vegas he had met Gloria, a beautiful, somewhat unfortunate soap opera actress with whom he fell in love. They had married and from their union Andrew and Ismael had been born. Sophie remembered vividly the one and only time they had all come to Revere together to spend a few days in the summer at their home. It had been a full twenty-eight years earlier, and on that occasion Uncle Joseph had died of a heart attack that had taken him away suddenly. In her eyes as a seven-year-old girl that summer an unforgettable tragedy had unfolded.

Since the day of the funeral she had seen neither her aunt nor her cousins. Never a phone call, never a letter. They were not mentioned in the family under any circumstances; it was as if they had never existed. That episode had been relegated to the past, with no one ever having any interest in dusting it off. It was part of those topics that were never touched upon, dead and buried, like the poor uncle Joseph.

«Ismael...» Sophie spoke his name as if just saying it would help her remember. And indeed she did remember. Out of the fog of the past surfaced an image of a short, bony child with slightly floppy ears. That was the only detail left from that era, the barely protruding ears. Otherwise, Ismael Santamaria was now light years away from the puny, joyful child he had been. At that moment he could elicit only one feeling: fear. He wore a smart suit of worsted wool, complete with tie, but she could see a mile away that it was all a set-up. The truth was what emerged from the neck down. Masked by the immaculate collar of his shirt appeared a dark-colored tattoo that wrapped around his entire neck, at least the portion of it that could be glimpsed, to creep up behind his ears. His lobes were both pierced with earrings of some thickness. It must not have been pleasant to get them done. Overall, he looked like something wild and primitive harnessed and packaged for the occasion, to appear respectable and inoffensive during that encounter. But she could see a thousand miles away that that was not his true nature. One could sense it at a glance, and Anthony himself must have had the same feeling because he would not stop smiling like a fool. When Sophie had now come to the conclusion that perhaps Ismael was unable to speak, he instead broke out his voice.

«Cousin» he greeted her by barely lowering his head. Even the tone was dangerous. Cavernous and hoarse. Only one adjective came to her mind as she received that greeting: carnal. His voice was a promise of flesh against flesh, of dirty words whispered in her ear, of... God Almighty, who was that guy in front of her? And could he have been that shy child she remembered?

«Ismael... it's been so long...» Sophie's eyes glued themselves on him as she tried to memorize that foreign yet familiar face. Anthony's voice interrupted her thoughts.
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