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        Catalina

      

      

      The distant ringing of my phone dragged me out of sleep like the tide. I neared the shore of wakefulness, then the sea of dreamland would welcome me back just as the waves tugged again. When I finally pried my eyes open, I was so groggy that I nearly forgot how to answer my phone. Just as I went to click the button, the call ended.

      I groaned and tugged my pillow over my head. I could’ve sworn I’d set my phone to Do Not Disturb the night before, right as I’d chased an Ambien with a couple of Melatonin tablets. I was not normally a junkie—didn’t even take medicine most days—but the insomnia of late was killing me.

      Judging from the pounding in my head, it was perhaps quite literally killing me.

      I lifted the pillow to confirm that I had in fact silenced my phone. That meant the caller was either my parents, whom I’d set an exception for, or that the caller had dialed my number repeatedly in quick succession, thereby evading the curse of Do Not Disturb. But before I could check which, my phone rang again.

      The call came from an unknown number, but since I was already wide awake and annoyed, I answered.

      “There you are, my little sleepy head. I thought you’d never wake up,” the caller greeted me, his syrupy sweet voice making my stomach churn.

      “How did you get this number?” I asked, pushing to stand. Rationally, I knew his words alone couldn’t hurt me, but I felt powerless lying in bed while talking to him.

      “Chica, don’t you worry your pretty little head,” he said, cackling as if he’d just told a joke. “You’ll get it later,” he added.

      Huh? “This isn’t cute, Carlos. We broke up. Stop calling me.” I prided myself on keeping my voice firm and level, despite feeling like I was about to collapse. “I’m hanging up now.”

      “If we can’t talk on the phone, I’ll just have to come see you again,” he said, before I could disconnect.

      I cringed. “You don’t even know where I live now.”

      “Don’t I?” he replied.

      I didn’t answer because we both knew he didn’t. Not this time.

      After the breakup, Carlos had made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t the type to take “no” as an answer. He’d called incessantly, dropped by my apartment at all hours, and left creepy notes in my mailbox. The final straw was when I came home from work to find two dead rats sprawled out at my front door.

      I’d gone to the cops, hoping to get a restraining order, but apparently, I had no evidence that any of that was Carlos. The security cameras inside the lobby of my apartment building never caught him delivering any of the letters, and no cameras caught him on the day of the rat incident, either. Besides, the officers insisted Carlos’s notes were flattering, if misguided, and that no threats had been made.

      Part of me wanted to push for some legal protection regardless, but then I’d realized it was pointless. Carlos was not the type of guy to follow the rules. He wouldn’t listen to a piece of legal paper telling him “no” any more than he’d listen to me. So, I did the next best thing.

      I immediately moved in with my friend, Lexi. After that, the notes stopped. But, so did my sleep. In the ten days since I’d moved, my longest stretch of sleep was probably ninety minutes. In between vivid nightmares so detailed that I could’ve sworn they were real, I’d wake and relive the actual nightmare that had been my relationship with Carlos. And then I’d spend a decent chunk of time rethinking all of my life choices and panicking about what I’d screw up next.

      “I could visit you at work instead,” Carlos continued.

      “Don’t call me again,” I repeated, channeling all of my inner strength to stand up to the bully.

      “Maybe I’ll visit your sister instead,” he said.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      “Although she’s not as pretty of a sleeper as you are.”

      “Stop it! This isn’t funny Carlos. You don’t even know where I am now, so⁠—”

      His sardonic laughter interrupted my rant. “I guess you haven’t found the present I left you yet, huh?”

      My heart thudded at the implication of his words. I fought the urge to sprint straight to the front door, to confirm if he was bluffing or not. I currently wore nothing but a flimsy tee shirt and panties, so I at least needed shorts or a bath robe to venture into the hall.

      “I thought we needed another picture of just the two of us, but then I also wanted a little souvenir. I tried to just cut a little lock, but you keep your room so dark that I took more than I needed for my bracelet.”

      “What are you talking about?” I said, thoroughly confused by his off-kilter rant.

      “I’m just trying to apologize, okay? And my cousin Bella will fix it for you. My treat. Just call her and set up the appointment and then how about I pick you up around eight pm?”

      “Why would I ever agree to go out with you?”

      My phone chimed with a text right as he answered.

      “Because nobody else will ever love you the way I do,” he said. “Or maybe because you don’t want to share me with your sister, which is what’s gonna happen if you ever talk with the cops again. Anyway, look at the picture. It’ll jog your memory of how good we look together. I gotta run now but I’ll see you at eight o’clock tonight.”

      He hung up right as I flicked on the bathroom light. I was just going to grab a bathrobe, but the moment I caught a glimpse of my reflection, I stopped dead in my tracks. On the right side of my head, my hair jutted out over the top of my ear. If I hadn’t known better, I could’ve sworn someone had crudely chopped a hunk out of the side.

      I reached up to touch the strands, trying to control my breathing. The jagged tips were definitely freshly cut, but that didn’t make sense. I’d heard of sleepwalking with Ambien, but if I’d given myself a haircut, why would Carlos have made all those comments about it?

      Right as I glanced down to the counter, where a pair of metal kitchen shears rest beside a tuft of my hair, my phone buzzed again, reminding me of the unread message. Dread flooded my core as I waited for the image to fill the screen.

      The blurry photograph was of me and Carlos. He was grinning widely, but my expression was blank and my eyes were closed. Actually, I appeared to be asleep in the photo. Then, I looked closer. The right side of my hair had been chopped in the photo too.

      A chill ran down my spine. Carlos had been in my bedroom, and I hadn’t even woken up.

      I dropped my phone and screamed until my throat went raw.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Angelo

      

      

      I sipped my Campari then moved on to the next clue on the crossword. “Four down,” I read aloud. “Fate or destiny, starts with K.”

      I began to write “karma” without waiting for input from my mother, who was seated beside me. She tsked loudly, causing me to pause. Then, I noted that the clue called for a word of six letters, not five.

      “Try kismet,” she suggested. “That’s when⁠—”

      “I know what kismet means,” I interrupted, my tone perhaps sharper than necessary given the context.

      My brother Matteo chuckled from across the room, and I shot him daggers with my eyes.

      This was what my life had evolved into as of late. As if my situation wasn’t pathetic enough, what with my last girlfriend having died shortly before I was supposed to propose, now I spent my weekends doing crossword puzzles with my mother.

      “Is dad coming or not?” I snapped. “I’m hungry.”

      “Clearly. You seem cranky,” my mom said.

      I blew out a sigh and checked my watch. We were supposed to have a family dinner at seven pm. It was already a quarter till eight and my father had yet to make an appearance.

      Not that I had anything better to do than wait.

      “You know what might perk you up?” Mom asked.

      “More crossword puzzles?” my brother suggested.

      “I think you’re getting bored,” she said, ignoring Matteo.

      I didn’t disagree. I’d come to Italy with my parents and brother less than a week ago, and already, I’d run out of things to do. From the moment our flight had landed in Rome, it had been abundantly clear that the only reason I’d been invited along on this trip was because my family was worried to leave me in the U.S. with only my younger sister available to babysit me.

      My brother was taking over a few business prospects from our dad, and my mom planned to catch up with countless relatives. But I was just along for the ride. As the technical heir to the family business, I needed to maintain some oversight on all aspects of our holdings, but certainly not the level of detail that this trip entailed. Besides, all of the businesses I managed on a day-to-day basis were based back in the States, in Bridgeport, Connecticut.

      “It’s time you start dating,” my mom continued.

      I snapped out of my daydream and peered up at my mother. Matteo perched on the edge of his seat, watching us both as if ready to break up a fight if need be.

      “I’m not trying to be insensitive. We all understand you’ve gone through something traumatic, but you’re not going to move on if you don’t try. I’m not asking you to settle down right away. Just go on a date. Something casual.”

      I caught my brother’s eye as he bit back a laugh. He was well aware of the “casual” activities in which I’d been partaking over the last few months. Not so much dates as hookups, but whatever. Sex was much easier to handle than relationships.

      “Ma, I appreciate the concern, but I am done dating. For good.”

      She started to frown, but just then our dad burst into the room. His scowl alerted me that his mood was probably about as chipper as my own. “Who are you dating?” he asked.

      “No one. He said he’s done dating,” Matteo clarified.

      Dad shrugged and poured himself a drink. “Not a bad decision, in this line of work.” He sat beside our mother, who didn’t seem put off by the comment, even though she was married to someone involved in the exact line of work I was taking over.

      Mom warmed all the food and began serving us all. “Was that a work call?” she asked Dad.

      He shook his head, which meant that he’d discuss details in front of her. “No, an old friend of mine is having some issues with his daughter. Apparently she fell in with the wrong crowd and now her old boyfriend is stalking her.

      I cringed. Had my mom not been present, I would’ve inquired why they didn’t just kill the guy. No, I wasn’t a total psychopath, but honestly my tolerance for dirtbags was pretty low at the moment.

      Dad forked a bite of pasta into his mouth before continuing. “Cops can’t help much, and apparently the guy is sort of an up-and-coming player in the Mexican drug cartel out of Jersey, so⁠—”

      “What’s his name?” Matteo interrupted.

      “Carlos Ortiz.”

      Matteo shrugged, not recognizing him, but something about the name pinged my memory. I chewed for a moment, and then it came to me.

      “I know him. His guys screwed something up at the ports with one of their clumsy drug deals and it delayed one of my customer’s legit shipments. We lost like fifty grand over that deal.”

      My dad gazed at me as if trying to decide if he could do anything with that information. A moment later, he resumed eating.

      “So why call you? Did he want a favor or something?” Mom asked.

      “Oh, right. Well, his daughter is the same age as Giada. He was thinking maybe the two of them could be friends and that would somehow keep her safe just by virtue of our strong reputation.”

      “I can’t imagine that would help anything to just be a friend of ours,” Mom said.

      “That’s what I told him,” Dad agreed. He gazed out the window while chewing, then shook his head. “It’s a pity because I’d love to help him out. Jorge is an old friend and his wife and two daughters have always been sweet. Once upon a time, Jorge probably could’ve taken care of this sort of problem himself, but he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s a few years back. Poor guy walks with a cane now and he’s selling off his old business holdings.”

      Dad’s phone pinged, and it was a text image. He zoomed in on what appeared to be a family photograph and smiled. “That’s his oldest, Catalina Lucia. You probably met her when she was younger,” he said, showing the picture to our mother.

      She shrugged, and then Matteo and I both glimpsed the photo. Dad had zoomed in on a pretty brunette. She was petite, with long brown hair and bronze skin. Matteo wiggled his eyebrows at me.

      “What if one of us dated her?” Matteo suggested. “That couldn’t hurt, right?”

      I stomped his foot so hard under the table that I wouldn’t have been shocked if I’d broken a toe. But mischievous Matteo barely even flinched.

      “Well, it sounds like her ex-boyfriend is pretty determined. I think she’d need to move in to make much of a difference, and even then⁠—”

      “Yeah, seems like a bad plan,” I interrupted. “So, tomorrow, are we⁠—”

      “Now hang on,” Matteo jumped in. “I think this is kismet!” He paused and smirked at his use of the word. “Mom was literally just musing about how it’s time Angelo get back into the dating game. And Angelo here is always complaining about how you’re slowly leeching the business away to Luca.”

      “I am not!” I shouted, although I quite literally bitched about that nearly every day. In my defense, I was right. Ever since our sister Giada had married Luca, heir to the notorious Marino family business, Dad had been gradually shrinking my piece of the inheritance pie. I didn’t disagree that we needed to stay on good terms with the Marinos, or that it was a bad idea for us to work together. But I drew the line whenever Dad seemed to think he needed to reward his son-in-law with a portion of the business that I was supposed to take over.

      My dad held up his hand like a referee, but Matteo kept going.

      “It’s like I always tell you. Once you’re married, Dad will take you more serious,” he said.

      “Married?” I roared. “First you want me to date some stranger, now I’m getting married? Are you two hearing this?” I turned to our parents, for once expecting immediate support from them.

      Instead, my parents both appeared deep in thought. Then, they exchanged a glance with each other.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I said, dropping my napkin over my plate and scooting away from the table. “This is the most absurd idea I’ve ever heard. Send me the ex-boyfriend’s address and I’ll take care of this the old fashioned way.”

      I stormed off to my room, which felt horribly inadequate for making a dramatic exit. At thirty one years of age, I owned my own house, back in the U.S. But when the family traveled to Rome, we generally stayed together, in a villa that had been in our family for generations. Usually, that arrangement felt practical, but tonight, it just made me feel childish.

      I’d barely had an hour alone when there was a soft knock on my door. I didn’t respond, but my father let himself into the room a moment later. He sat on the foot of the bed, adjacent to the sofa where I sat, reading the same page of a book over and over.

      “I’d like you to listen before you make up your mind,” he began.

      I gazed up but said nothing.

      “Your brother made some fair points, but no one is forcing you into anything. Your mother likes the idea because she feels you’re in a rut with your personal life. You tell her you don’t want to date, and we both understand why, but this seems to avoid all of those pitfalls. And if we agree to some relatively short period of time, like twelve months, then you may be out of your rut by the time the arrangement ends.”

      I grimaced at his word choice, but remained silent.

      “As for the other part your brother said, well I don’t trust Luca more than you. But the fact that he’s settled down does mean he’s stable in a way that you aren’t. And I don’t want to patronize you, but there’s just something different about the way you focus on business once you’ve got a family to consider, too.”

      “Even if it’s a fake family?”

      My dad shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe? But either way, your mom is convinced you couldn’t possibly be more miserable than you are now. And it would be helping an old friend and making a huge difference for the family business you’re so eager to take over.”

      “How so?”

      “I haven’t discussed the details, but I figure if we save Jorge’s daughter, we don’t have to enter the bidding war for his shipping contracts. He just gives us that part of his business as a thank you.”

      “How much is that worth?” I asked. “Like, in dollars,” I clarified, lest he thought I was asking about the stain it would leave on my soul.

      “I’d have to look into it. I’d planned to offer at least a few hundred thousand as a starting bid, but I hadn’t researched how much higher I’d go.”

      I rubbed my fingers against my temple. Having my father in my debt to the tune of half a million dollars wouldn’t be bad. Nor would getting my mother off my back. But at the cost of my sanity? No thanks.

      “Her name is Catalina Lucia Alvarado. She’s originally from California, but she’s been living in New York since graduating high school. She’s a librarian.” My dad stood and started towards my door. “Just look into her and tell me what you think tomorrow. If you’re not on board, we won’t even propose the idea to Jorge.”

      I said nothing as he left the room.
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        Angelo

      

      

      I wanted to dismiss the idea as ridiculous and never think of it again. But my brain had other plans. I lay awake thinking about it all, listing in my head over and over all the reasons it was a terrible idea. Yet before I even fell asleep, I caught myself countering several of my own points.

      My life was already miserable and why make it worse? Well, maybe it couldn’t actually get any worse.

      I was a mess romantically and had no business dating? Hmm…this arrangement would take me out of the dating game for a full year, giving me the time I needed to fix my head without any romantic distractions.

      I needed to focus all of my attention on my work, since that was the only area of my life that wasn’t a dumpster fire? Well, this deal would help my dad and improve our business.

      I finally quit arguing with myself and turned to the computer. I did a quick internet search on the girl. There were more Catalina Alvarado’s than I would’ve expected, but a link to each of her social media pages popped up beside the picture Dad had shown me. The girl appeared to post her every move on Instagram, but at least she’d had the sense to set her account to private. I clicked to follow her through my fake account that I’d set up for strictly stalking purposes, then proceeded with my research on other sites.

      The internet revealed her old high school and college info and a handful of other random tidbits. There were also dozens of photos of her at various public events over the past couple of years. Catalina was a fervent advocate for public libraries too, it seemed that her branch employed Catalina as the public image of the library whenever possible. I suspected that was because her face—and the rest of her—was definitely easy on the eyes.

      Catalina looked nothing like most women I’d dated in the past, and was nearly the polar opposite of Julia, but I couldn’t deny she was attractive. Her green eyes seemed almost too big for her face, particularly when paired with the cute button nose. Her full lips curved into a bow, and something about the smile, combined with the twinkle in her eyes, convinced me that Catalina was a force to be reckoned with despite her small frame.

      My phone buzzed, telling me my request to follow her had been approved.

      I scowled.

      I’d hoped she’d accept the request, but also wished she was wise enough not to. If the girl truly had a scary stalker, she needed to be careful. What was the point of setting the account to private if she was going to grant access to random strangers anyway? For all she knew, her psycho ex had set up this fake account, not me.

      I scrolled down the page, overwhelmed with the quantity of photos. She literally documented every day of her life, sometimes twice. Most of the pictures were of Catalina, either alone or with others, but she also photographed places she went and, occasionally, foods she ate. I may have lingered a tad longer on the bikini pictures than her others, but she was undeniably sexy no matter the outfit.

      I wasted nearly two hours on her page before silencing my phone and attempting to resume my efforts to sleep, but by then, I was doomed. All I could see when I closed my eyes was the image of those hauntingly beautiful emerald eyes, seemingly beckoning to me to rescue her.

      I eventually fell asleep, but woke more exhausted than I’d been the night before. I dressed and went to find my father, relieved that he hadn’t yet left for the day.

      I selected a ridiculously small teacup—the only type of hot beverage dishes we had in this villa—and filled it to the brim with coffee, adding just enough milk so I could down the first cup like a shot without burning myself. Then I poured myself a second cup and sat across from my father.

      “I looked into the girl,” I said. “And I have some concerns.”

      My dad looked up, both intrigued and surprised.

      “First, what makes you think she’d agree to this, even if her dad does?” From what I gathered about Catalina, she wasn’t accustomed to doing what she was told. She appeared to live a very independent life.

      “My impression from her father that she is very scared at the moment. Her ex has a lot of connections, he’s made threats against her family, and he broke into her house while she was sleeping and cut her hair. The police can’t help, and if she moves back home, she loses all her friends and her job. I think she’s at the point where she knows she doesn’t have any other options.” He shrugged. “But if not, then you’d just have to handle it like any other problem. You seem to have good control over your men, so I don’t anticipate you being bested by a girl.”

      I considered that, then moved on to my second concern. “Marrying her off won’t do any good if no one believes that it’s real. But if she needs a fast solution, how would we possibly convince anyone it was real? Everyone knows I’m single.”

      Now my dad smiled. “Your mom was talking about that last night. We could tell people you two were childhood friends and have kept in touch over the years. You’ve been talking a lot lately and she’s really helped you through everything since… your false arrest.”

      I cringed at his terminology. Even though no official charges had even been filed, I would never feel my arrest was “false” when I had, in fact, intentionally shot and killed my girlfriend. Just because the law yielded a convenient loophole didn’t change my actual guilt.

      “You haven’t been yourself lately. I don’t think it’s too much to ask people to believe she talked you into a last minute leap of faith,” Dad continued. “And as for this girl, well, it seems like she’s impulsive by nature and an elopement is well in line with her character.”

      I agreed with his assessment of Catalina, but took issue with part of his plan. “She’d never actually elope. She documents everything on social media. She would never get married without at least her family present, maybe a couple of friends. And she’d take hundreds of photos.”

      My dad cringed at the notion of posting on social media. I shared his sentiment. The idea of broadcasting my entire life to the world, particularly in my line of business, repulsed me. And if I were to marry Catalina, she’d have to stop sharing so much. But I’d have to implement that rule later, if we actually wanted people to believe the arrangement.

      Still, my dad said nothing, letting the silence stretch between us.

      “Fine, I’ll sign on for one year if Jorge agrees to give us the business you want in exchange.” I stood and refilled my coffee cup a third time, then sauntered out of the room. I walked past my mother who, judging from the shocked look on her face, had heard the entire conversation.

      Then, I marched straight out the door. I needed some fresh air.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Catalina

      

      

      I tied my fluffy pink bathrobe over my pajama pants and plopped onto my bed, half expecting to still see the pictures of One Direction that had covered my ceiling the last time I’d lived at home.

      It was weird being back home, even if virtually nothing—other than the posters—had changed since my childhood. The bedding was still pink, as were the pillows on the chaise lounge beside the bed. The curtains were white, but with pink floral accents. Even the bathroom rug was pink.

      Aside from the excess of pink, the room was fairly sophisticated. High-end furnishings filled the space, and an abundance of natural light poured through the many windows. My framed high school and college diplomas hung evenly above the desk, and limited edition Fernando Botero prints filled the wall above the bed. The only part of the room that clearly hadn’t been approved by a designer was the side opposite from the window, where boxes containing the remnants of my most recent former life were stacked well beyond five feet high.

      I had not unpacked anything yet. Actually, I hadn’t decided if I was ever going to unpack anything. I couldn’t just hibernate in my childhood home forever. Maybe I would stick around and help my mom for a bit, but the prospect didn’t thrill me. Nor did the other option, moving far away and never returning.

      I had some friends out in L.A., and the idea of year-round sunshine didn’t totally repulse me, but my dad said Carlos had too many contacts there. If I wanted to distance myself, it would have to be someplace Carlos would never go, like one of the Dakotas, or Canada. And even if I did move, I’d still have to stay off the radar, going into my own sort of unofficial witness protection program. At least until Carlos moved on. As stubborn as he was, that could take years.

      A knock on my door interrupted my thoughts. I could tell by the force of the knock—or lack thereof—that it was my mom, so I didn’t bother to move from my cozy perch in the bed.

      “Come in,” I called.

      An uneven shuffle of footsteps ensued, so I turned, seeing both my mom and my dad entering the room. My dad now walked with a cane, but only in private. In public he still strived to maintain the healthy, strong persona that he’d cultivated in his younger days, before his Parkinson’s diagnosis.

      The change in his appearance had not yet transformed my perception of him though. Even when he appeared weak, I remained acutely aware of the power he yielded over my life, and an inkling of fear rolled through my belly each time he approached.

      “Do you have a minute?” he asked, sitting down at my desk chair.

      I blinked, trying to decipher if he was joking. I was a grown ass woman, hiding out in my childhood bedroom, unable to return to my own apartment or job or even see my friends. What exactly did he think was occupying my time?

      “Yeah,” I finally said, scooting to sit at the end of the bed.

      My mom sat beside me, flashing that artificial smile that moms always use when they’re about to share bad news and don’t want their kids to throw a tantrum.

      “We have good news,” she said, her words a stark contrast to her pained expression.

      I quirked a brow.

      “We found a solution to your, uh, little problem,” my dad said.

      “Our problem,” my mom corrected, shooting him a pointed stare as if his terminology had somehow singlehandedly destroyed our family unity.

      “I’m not moving to Canada,” I blurted out.

      “No. I found a way to keep you safe without you having to move far away,” Dad said.

      I gazed around the room, wondering if their big surprise solution involved me living as a prisoner nestled within my childhood bedroom.

      “You can keep your same friends, your same job even,” my dad continued.

      “Same apartment?”

      He shook his head, but that really wasn’t a dealbreaker. My apartment wasn’t great. Nothing in New York was, even with a rich daddy paying.

      “You’ll stay in a house in the suburbs,” my mom chimed in.

      “Okay. How exactly is this going to keep me safe? Is the plan just to murder Carlos and hope his buddies take the hint?”

      “Catalina Lucia! We do not joke about such things in this family,” my mom scolded.

      My dad’s more measured expression made me think he’d considered that option and dismissed it, but I wasn’t about to judge.

      “Do you remember my friend Marco Conti?” he asked. “From the club?” He paused. “Taller man, dark hair. Italian?”

      I shook my head, not having the energy to tell my dad that all old, white guys looked the same to me.

      My dad frowned. “He has two sons and a daughter. I’m sure you used to spend time with Giada when you were little.”

      I shrugged.

      “Just tell her,” my mom urged.

      “Mr. Conti has a successful shipping business and tons of contacts in the business world. He also has some…less savory connections. No one messes with the Contis.”

      “Okay. What does that have to do with me?”

      “If you’re associated with the Conti family, no one will touch you, either.”

      “Pretty sure that’s not how that works. If it did, I’d think your name would be good enough.”

      My father forced out a sigh so low that it resembled a growl. “They have a different culture and different rules, Catalina. If you marry one of the Conti boys, their entire family and every single man who works for them will be tasked with defending you. Most likely, their reputation will be enough to keep Carlos away, but even if he did try anything, the Conti’s associates would keep you safe.”

      “What reputation?” I asked, still struggling to remember who these people even were. Then, I focused on a different word my dad had spoken. “Wait, marry? You want me to marry someone?”

      It’s possible my voice got a little loud, as my mother cocked her head to the side and said, “Oh sweetheart, don’t be so dramatic.”

      I opened and closed my mouth several times without deciding on something to say. Finally, I went with the truth. “I appreciate your willingness to try to think outside the box and help me out here, but I got myself into this mess. I will figure out a way to get out of it. Even if it involves Canada.”

      Now my mother rolled her eyes, like I’d threatened to move to the moon and not a few hundred miles north. “Don’t be ridiculous, Catalina. You love your life here. And besides, we don’t even know that moving would keep you safe. Carlos could find you anywhere. Hiding isn’t the answer. This plan will work, and it’s not even forever. After a couple years, Carlos will have moved on and if you’re not happy with the Conti boy, you can separate. But you might not even want to. The statistics on these arranged marriages are pretty astounding.”

      I tuned out as my mom yammered on about the low divorce rate amongst arranged marriages. I tried to piece together the insanity of my current predicament. I pulled out my phone and ran a quick google search of Marco Conti. The first few hits were articles about his business and all the charitable stuff he was involved in. I clicked on a couple and saw photos of him, one picture of his wife, but nothing about the rest of the family. Finally, I scrolled down and saw an article about the Conti’s youngest child.

      A professional portrait caught my eye first. There was a young couple, dressed in their wedding attire, and then what I assumed were their families standing beside them. The caption identified the couple as Giada Conti and Luca Marino. I didn’t bother to look at the Marinos, but I did zone in on the two young men beside Giada, identified as Matteo and Angelo. Those had to be her brothers.

      I glanced back to the top of the article and nearly choked on my gum reading the headline. It said: “Local business leaders and suspected crime syndicates join forces to celebrate the nuptials of their children.”

      I turned the phone to my father. “Is this who you’re talking about? You want to marry me off to the son of a mob boss?” I rose to my feet, too appalled to sit any longer. “The Italian mafia. Really, Dad?”

      He maintained his composure. “Mr. Conti has never been convicted of a single crime. Those mafia comments are just slurs people use when Italians are successful in business.”

      “Right. And you think I’ll be safe because Carlos would never hurt me as long as I’m part of a totally legitimate, non-violent family?”

      Now, he scowled. “I said you’d be safe because Carlos would know their reputation. Just because I know Marco would never hurt a fly doesn’t mean Carlos does. I’m sure he believes them to be true gangsters, and he’ll keep his distance.”

      I rolled my eyes. This was next level crazy. “Jesus,” I mumbled.

      “Catalina Lucia!” my mom scolded, making the sign of the cross.

      “I’m not marrying a mob boss. Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, dropping back to my seat to signal the conversation was over.

      “It’s not up for debate,” my dad said. “The deal is done. They’ve already agreed. We will leave for Italy on Tuesday. You’ll be wed on Saturday.”

      I felt my jaw drop. “That’s less than a week from now. I’m not… You can’t…” I tried to slow my breathing, but just kept panting. “Do you even know which guy you’re forcing me on?”

      My father’s frown deepened.

      I thrusted the phone to him again. “Which one am I supposed to marry, Matteo or Angelo?”

      He took the phone from my hand and enlarged the photo before squinting at it.

      “Oh my God. You don’t even know? Did you just call all your friends and see who would take me?”

      “Of course not. This wasn’t even my idea. I called Marco for help and he suggested it. It’s um… Well, Angelo is the oldest and he is taking over all the business stuff, so…” he paused and scrolled through the article. “Matteo is the one who’s your age.”

      “So it’s Matteo?”

      He nodded. I opened my mouth to protest further, but my father turned to my mom and asked her to leave us alone for a minute. That was never good. My mom stood and smiled at me before leaving.

      “Just keep an open mind, sweetie,” she said, pulling the door shut tight behind her.

      The pool of dread spread from my core, sending shivers down my arms.

      My dad didn’t wait long enough for me to speak before jumping into his own lecture. “Actions have consequences, Catalina. I realize this isn’t your first choice, but you don’t seem to understand the gravity of the mess you’ve gotten yourself into here. Carlos could kill you. He could go after your mom or sister, too. Is that what you want?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s only one year. You have to admit you haven’t done a good job of choosing your own romantic partners, so I believe this forced pause will be good for you. The Contis will keep you safe.”

      “Look Dad, I get it. I screwed up. And I’m sorry. But I’m not going to marry some stranger just to⁠—”

      “You don’t have a choice, Catalina. The deal is done. You will go through with it and you will behave. I’m not going to be around forever, and I can’t be worrying about you causing problems on top of everything else. Let your mom focus on Valeria for once. Let me concentrate on my health. It won’t kill you to put the family first for a change.”

      Okay, ouch.

      “Does Matteo know about this deal?”

      “Yes. He agreed to it already.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do with that piece of information, but I supposed it was good. Still, he couldn’t know much about me.

      “What if he hates me?” I asked.

      My dad shrugged as if that were a likely possibility. “His father has always described him as an easygoing, laid back guy. I think you’ll be fine, but if not, that’s okay. Matteo doesn’t have to like you to keep you safe. He works and travels a lot. You can lead your own separate lives.”

      I rubbed my temples, trying to massage away the impending stress headache.

      “There is one thing, though. For this plan to work, people have to believe the marriage is real. You cannot tell a soul that you’re just marrying him for protection. Not even your closest friends.”

      “Kristi and Madison will never believe that I just happened upon some random guy and married him the next day. Neither will Lexi.”

      “I think they will. You’re not exactly known for making well-reasoned romantic decisions. Besides, you and the Conti boy are old family friends. Tell your friends you grew up together, had a fling a few years back, and have kept in touch since. Anyone who knows you will believe you jumped headfirst into some whirlwind romance.”

      I suspected it would take me hours to unpack all the insults from that part of his lecture. “Does Valeria know the truth?”

      He dismissed the question with a single shake of his head. “No, and I think it’s best if she doesn’t. I don’t want your sister worrying. She’ll accompany us to Italy and your performance at the rehearsal and wedding will be so authentic that she won’t question a thing.”

      He braced himself on the cane and ambled out of my room without another word.

      I reached for my laptop and typed Matteo Conti into the search engine. An hour later, I had exhausted the internet sources and knew virtually nothing about my future husband. He was the second in line to inherit the Conti “empire,” he spent a lot of time in Rome, and he’d been shot a few years before.

      Yeah.

      Shot. Like, with a gun.

      On the plus side, Matteo looked a lot less scary than his brother. Everything I read suggested that Matteo was smart and
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