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LUCA NICHOLAS PERRI seemed like a normal kid from a normal family. At least that’s what he’d like you to believe. He went to school, had a lot of friends, and lived in a modest house. No one really knew what happened to him or why. 

As he grew into adulthood, something else grew within him. And he took that thing growing inside him everywhere he went, keeping it hidden for a while, even years later, from his wife, and his children, and his closest friends.  Eventually, though, it would rear its ugly head, crushing those who adored him most. Some say, his moral character began to decay just before his brother Franco went to war.

He wasn’t always bad. It happened slowly, almost unnoticeably. Subtle red flags popped up in unusual places throughout his childhood, but not enough to think it could be harmful.  Fathers loved his roughness and mothers loved his dimpled smile. But it was his dark eyes that attracted the girls. All the girls. Except for one. And she was the one he wanted. 

Luca grew up in a humble home with his mother, father, and brother in a small Italian neighborhood in Southern Italy, close to the Tyrrhenian Sea. He could see parts of the sea from his bedroom window and imagined what it might be like to sail away on a ship one day and never come back. What was the use of coming back anyway? 

Luca’s family walked on eggshells, daily treading an uncertain mood that came from an angry father. No one dared speak up, though there were many times they’d each imagined it. Luca’s father was hard to please and his love had strict conditions. As children, Luca and Franco played a game of hide and seek, daring each other to be the spy on Papa’. What was Papa’ like today? Did he smile? Or go straight to his workroom without acknowledgment. Better to come in silently than to unleash his fury on them or worse, Mama’. 

Luca knew that when people said he was just like his father that they were right, even though he hated to hear it. But he felt it within himself, feelings of paranoia slithering through his body. Everyone was against him. He trusted no one. Perhaps the anger bubbling within was his father’s fault.

On a hot, summer day, shortly after his sixteenth birthday, Luca walked home from work along the river’s path, instead of his usual route behind the farm. The path along the river was long and scenic and Luca could pretend that he was miles away from home. Other than a few voices from students who walked along the path on their way to and from school, it was usually very quiet, allowing Luca a place to clear his head. 

The Russo girls took the same path by the river on their way home from school each day and Luca wanted to surprise them. He and his brother, Franco used to spy on the girls when they were younger, calling from the trees, pretending no one was there, and then jumping out from behind to scare them. The girls were good sports and loved the attention. As they got older, Luca and Franco acted as big brothers to Maria, Sienna, and Gianna, always loyal and very protective.  So, it was a welcomed surprise when they first saw each other on the path that day. Sienna spotted Luca first.

“Luca!” she waved, but he said nothing. “What are you doing in there, hiding?” She chuckled, raising her hand above her brow to block the sun. Maria and Gianna stopped talking and turned towards the woods.

“What’s he doing?” said Gianna. Maria rolled her eyes as Luca emerged from the trees, smiling and holding a small bouquet of flowers he’d gathered.

“Thought I’d go another way home from work for a change and remembered that you’d be walking here too. Thought I’d say hi.” He looked at the girls, smiled at Gianna, and handed the flowers to Maria.

“That’s so sweet of you, Luca,” Gianna said, making his heart flutter.  Maria took the flowers in her hands, raising them to her nose. She breathed in their sweet scent, not seeing the bee inside the small pink geranium. Suddenly, she dropped the bouquet, grabbed her cheek and screamed.

“I’m stung!” Maria cried. Gianna examined her quickly while Sienna searched the fallen flowers for the bee. She spotted it, dead on the ground beside the flowers, now wilting. They brushed past Luca to get Maria home as fast as they could.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, running behind them.

“She’s allergic to bees, Luca!” cried Sienna, not looking back.

As they neared their house, Luca slowed to a brisk walk, lagging slightly behind, allowing the gap between them to grow. The three sisters continued running, crying for their mother. From a distance he could see that the right side of Maria’s face had swollen to almost twice its size. He felt his lips begin to smile and he forced down a strange feeling of joy. Was he glad that this happened to Maria? Or happy that Gianna noticed him? 

While their mother frantically examined Maria, Gianna turned back to see Luca watching them. Her eyes held fear and something else. Luca wasn’t sure what it was, but it set a fire inside him and he ran to them, not stopping until he caught up. When he reached them, he put his arm around Gianna, and she pulled away.

“Is she okay? What can I do to help?” He panted, confused by Gianna’s reaction. The girls looked up helpless as their mother mixed a concoction of lavender, peppermint and clay, spreading it across her daughter’s cheek, praying under her breath. Luca ran inside the house and brought out a damp cloth, draping it across her forehead. 

“Thank you, Luca,” said Gianna and Luca blushed.

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking at their mother.

“She’ll be okay. You couldn’t have known there was a bee,” she said, pressing gently on the paste to see if it had dried.

“No, I didn’t,” he looked down.

After Maria’s mother and sisters had taken her inside to rest, Luca walked next door to his own house, kissed his Mama’ on the cheek and went upstairs to wash for dinner. As the water trickled over his hands, washing away the soap and dirt, Luca reflected on what had happened. His eyes chased the dirty water that circled toward the drain, and he remembered plucking the pretty yellow and purple flowers from the ground, while shooing the bee as it buzzed around him. He watched it hover above the pink flower and softly land on its petals. He saw it crawl inside the pink flower, drinking its nectar, but he’d decided to pick it anyway. He carefully arranged the flowers, while watching the bee. The tops of the flowers bounced with each step toward the girls. He wondered why he picked that flower, knowing that the bee was inside and, why he hadn’t warned the girls. He was pretty certain, although not one hundred percent sure, that he hadn’t known about Maria’s allergy to bees. Had he? 

Angry fists pounded against the bathroom door, disrupting his thoughts. His father had grown impatient waiting for
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