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        La Famiglia

        Marco (Capo) & Gloria Moretti

        Son: Nero

        Daughter: Grazia

      

      

      

      Nero (Future Capo) & Felicia MorettiLuciano (Consigliere) & Grazia Donatelli

      Children: Antonio Children: Ciara

      Nero’s Parents: Marco & Gloria MorettiLuciano’s Parents: Paolo (deceased) & Francesca Donatelli

      Felicia’s Parents: Mario & Teresa BianchiGrazia’s Parents: Marco & Gloria Moretti

      Nero’s Sibling: Grazia MorettiGrazia’s Sibling: Nero Moretti

      Felicia’s Sibling: Emiliano BianchiLuciano’s Sibling: Cara Donatelli

      Aris & Nina Lanzia

      Aris’s Parents: Cosimo & Carla Lanzia

      Nina’s Parents: Gino & Domenica Vassilo

      Aris’s Sibling: Evangeline Lanzia

      Nina’s Sibling: Ricardo Vassilo

      
        
        Nostra Casa

        Moreno (Capo) & Anna Viale

        Children: Samuele, Simona (twins)

        Reno’s Parents: Giovanni & Clara Viale (both deceased)

        Anna’s Parents: Franco & Angela Corelli

        Reno’s Siblings: Sebastian Viale, Dante Viale

        Anna’s Sibling: Giorgio Corelli (married to Sara and they have a child Franco Jr.)

      

        

      
        Sebastian (Consigliere) & Olivia Viale

        Sebastian’s Parents: Giovanni Viale & Magdalena DeLupa (both deceased)

        Olivia’s Parents: Orlando & Diane (deceased) Micelli

        Sebastian’s Siblings: Reno Viale, Dante Viale

      

        

      
        Dante (Consigliere) & Elena Viale

        Dante’s Parents: Giovanni Viale & Magdalena DeLupa (both deceased)

        Elena’s Parents: Dario & Gina Ciello

        Dante’s Siblings: Reno Viale, Sebastian Viale

        Elena’s Siblings: Elio Ciello, Zano Ciello

      

        

      
        Leonardo (Underboss) & Lucia Conte

        Children: Joseph

        Leo’s Parents: Martina Conte, father unnamed

        Lucia’s Parents: Giuseppe & Natalina (deceased) Ferrante

        Siblings: None

      

        

      
        Il Destino

        Alessio (Capo) & Josephine Cassini

        Children: Nico

        Alessio’s Parents: Alfredo & Maria Cassini

        Josephine’s Parents: Germano (deceased) & Nina Cucco

        Alessio’s Siblings: Mara Cassini, Mia Cassini

        Josephine’s Sibling: Mona Cucco (married to Bruno Berto)

      

        

      
        Niccolo Divotti (Consigliere) & Valentina Divotti

        Niccolo’s Parents: Roberto (deceased) & Santa Divotti

        Valentina’s Parents: Joe & Lilliana Fontana

        Niccolo’s Siblings: Davide Divotti, Sienna Divotti

        Valentina’s Siblings: Joe Jr. Fontana (deceased), Julian Fontana, and Fausto Fontana

      

        

      
        Ultimo Morte

        Raffaele (Capo) & Evangeline Di Morte

        Raffaele’s Parents: Cicco & Flora Di Morte (both deceased)

        Evangeline’s Parents: Cosimo & Carla Lanzia

        Raffaele’s Sibling: Claudio Di Morte (deceased)

        Evangeline’s Sibling: Aris Lanzia
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          LOCKED IN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aris

      

      

      Damn, but it’s good to see Evangeline happy. I’ll be the first to admit I wasn’t happy that Marco handed my sister on a silver platter to Raffaele and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. I told Evangeline that if she ever needed me or wanted to get out of there, all she needed to do was make a call. I’d find a way to get her away from him.

      That call never came, and although Raffaele isn’t an openly demonstrative man, I can see that he cares for my sister. He’s embraced my parents and has them coming out for a visit next month. The casino that Ultimo Morte is building in conjunction with La Famiglia gives Mom and Dad a good excuse to visit frequently.

      It’s hard to believe that Emiliano is a married man. He and Cara look good together. Emiliano has always had his sights set on Cara, and nothing and no one would change his mind. The toughest barrier was getting past Luciano, her brother. As Nero’s consigliere, he’s a formidable opponent, and Emiliano had to get him on his side.

      Emiliano became the best soldier he could be. He took on the hardest assignments, pushed himself to be better, and it didn’t go unnoticed. It won him his girl.

      I can’t imagine being tied down to one woman for the rest of my life. Although, I expect the talk soon from my father that I need to settle down. It’s expected, and either I’ll make a choice, or he will on my behalf. That’s our way, whether I like it or not.

      At twenty-five, most of my friends the same age as me are already betrothed. I’m hoping that it’s a long engagement, and, in the meantime, I can sow a few more wild oats. I like women! All shapes and sizes, each having something beautiful to explore. I’m not a manwhore. I’m quite choosy in who I bed, but I can’t say I’ve ever been tempted to bring a girl home to meet my mama.

      Maybe it’s the second scotch I gulped down or the thought of marriage in general that’s giving me a headache, but I think I need to get some air. I move out of the banquet hall and am walking past the coat closet when I hear whimpering and sobbing. I backtrack a few steps and see that it’s coming from that room.

      I try to open it, and it’s locked. I hear a sharp intake of breath from the other side of the door.

      “Who’s in there? Unlock the door,” I demand.

      “I-I can’t,” comes a hiccupping cry. “I’m locked in,” she whispers.

      “Who did this?” I rattle the doorknob.

      “My-my father. Please go away. He’ll kill me if he sees you.”
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            Respect and Devotion

          

          ARIS

        

      

    

    
      Go away! Is she loopy? Her voice cracks as she speaks, and I can hear her whimpering. What father locks his daughter in a cubbyhole and then takes off to enjoy the party?

      “Please. I’m begging you, go.” The terror in her tone has me concerned. It seems like she’s gasping for breath. I can’t be sure, but it sounds like a panic attack.

      I’m tempted to break the damn door down when Nero appears at my side. “What are you doing out here? The party’s in there,” he jokes. Then, before I can say a word, our don, Marco Moretti, approaches with his wife, Gloria. Close behind him come Raffaele, the don of Ultimo Morte and my sister, Evangeline, along with Alessio Cassini, the head of Il Destino, and his wife, Josephine, and Reno Viale, the leader of Nostra Casa, with his wife, Anna. This just became a lot more complicated.

      “ Emiliano is looking for you, Aris,” Marco informs me. “The night is coming to an end, and I think he wants to make a getaway.” He chuckles.

      I’m stuck between keeping this girl’s secret and pulling Nero aside to tell him about her. I don’t have the chance to do any of that because a tall, thin, wiry man with black hair slicked back like a porn star of the 1970s, with a matching mustache to make the look complete, races toward us.

      “My daughter’s missing. My Nina.” He speaks with conviction, but I see right through his charade. I can tell with one glance that he’s playing this up.

      On cue, a tentative voice comes from behind the locked door. “D-Daddy?” Her father slides the lock, releasing the latch, and yanks the door open. He reaches in and pulls out the girl. I barely get a look at her before she’s in her father’s arms. Her whole body is trembling.

      “Nina, cara, what happened? What were you doing in there?” Christ! Every word out of this man’s mouth is sheer bullshit. He runs a hand over his daughter’s long, thick brown hair. But it’s not a simple brown. It’s a chocolate brown with strands of red that shimmer in the light. The man holds her a little too tight, and she winces.

      “I…I got locked in and bumped my face into the wall. I don’t know how I managed to do all that, but you know how accident-prone I am,” she murmurs, lifting a hand to her face, hiding herself from our sight.

      “Gino, perhaps Evangeline should take Nina to the ladies’ room to get her cleaned up,” Raffaele suggests. Gino’s eyes narrow. He doesn’t like that at all. Having his daughter out of his sight means he can’t control her. I watch his fingers dig deeper into her skin.

      “No. No. I just want to go home,” Nina replies through tight lips. She turns her head toward us, and this is when I see the trickle of dried blood on her cheek and her swelling eye. Nina didn’t trip or fall. The bastard hit her.

      I clench my fists at my sides to stop from causing the start of a war between Mafia families. Nero puts a hand on my shoulder and in a low voice whispers, “Easy, buddy.”

      But Josephine isn’t as quiet and gasps at the sight of Nina’s shaking form. She recognizes the signs of abuse all too well. I’ve heard the stories of her father’s way of dealing with his daughter. He took his frustrations out on his family, then Josephine was married off to a pig of a man who nearly beat her to death. Although it’s never been confirmed, it’s been said that Alessio had the bastard killed to protect Josephine.

      “Yes, of course, cara. Let’s get you home,” Gino quickly agrees. He’s no fool and is going to get the hell away from prying eyes. He turns to his capo, Raffaele “If you’ll excuse us. I need to tend to Nina, and we mustn’t leave Domenica for too long.” He looks to the other capos. “My wife is very ill.” He waits for Raffaele to give him a curt nod, then I’m forced to watch him drag Nina away. She has to nearly run to keep up with his long strides.

      She looks back for a split second. I know that look. I’ve seen it all too often in the eyes of men who knew they were going to die. Fear, dejection. I take a step forward, ready to wrench Nina from his grip, but Nero steps in front of me.

      “This is not our family business,” he states with a heavy sigh, and looks to his father. “But this isn’t right.”

      Marco gives his son a silent message to shut the hell up.

      “Alessio, please,” Josephine pleads.

      “No, Josephine. This is not our problem to fix,” he responds, but I can see it’s killing him to deny his wife.

      “But—”

      “Josephine!” Alessio interrupts sharply. This is the first time I’ve ever heard him raise his voice to his wife. She jerks at his harshness. Alessio bends to whisper something in her ear. Josephine sags into him unhappily.

      “Rafe,” my sister says softly.

      “I don’t get involved in personal family drama. I wouldn’t allow someone to rule my home,” Raffaele says.

      “He’s hurting her.” Evangeline says what we all know.

      “What would you have me do? I’ve suggested several very good men as husbands, and he has refused every one of them. Gino’s wife is dying, and Nina is the one who sits by her bedside and looks after her. Should I leave a dying woman alone with him?” Raffaele asks. He’s unhappy about the situation as well, but he’s correct: capos don’t get involved in personal family business. This does nothing to calm my mood.

      “So basically, you’re going to let the bastard beat his daughter to shit until her mother dies, then look on until he either sells her to the highest bidder or kills her himself?” I know I’m pushing the limit here, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      “Aris!” Marco says sternly, shaking his head as a warning. I want to shout back, but all I’ll accomplish is infuriating Marco and the rest of these men.

      “I’m going to start visiting Domenica and her daughter daily,” Evangeline announces, looking at me with the slightest of smiles. Is she nuts? Gino is a wild card, and there’s no telling how he’d react.

      “Angie,” I warn.

      “Nah, I think Evangeline is on to something,” Raffaele says. “My man will be with her every step of the way.”

      “It’s what the wife of a capo does,” Gloria says. “We visit the families, especially those who are facing difficulties. There’s nothing more dire than a dying wife and mother.”

      “I’ll do a few drop-ins with Evangeline,” Raffaele adds. He shrugs, looking first at me, then at Josephine, who is still pale. “I understand that this is unsettling, Josephine, but unless someone steps up and asks for Nina’s hand without fear of reprisal, I must tread carefully,” he explains.

      Josephine swallows deeply and her eyes come right to me. Right to me. “Alessio saved me. Someone needs to help her, or she’ll be lost. I know this.”

      “Josie,” Alessio murmurs, wrapping his arms around his wife until she leans into him.

      “Lost because of desperation,” she continues. “I know, my love. I know,” she insists, her fists balled into his chest.

      “I’m taking Josie back to the hotel,” Alessio states, then gently turns his wife and guides her away from us. As I watch them walk away, Evangeline takes my hand.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      Instinct kicks in. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” I meet her gaze, and she eyes me peculiarly, like she’s trying to read into my soul. I don’t believe anyone else has the power to see through me, but Angie always has. We’re close and always have been. Before Raffaele, I was her protector, and she was my sweet sister. She still is, and, thankfully, Raffaele has embraced us all.

      It’s not something that comes naturally to Rafaelle. After his brother turned traitor, he trusts very few, but he’s made an alliance with the families, and for this I’m grateful, or my sister would be lost to us.

      “I’ll check in on her tomorrow,” Evangeline promises, squeezing my hand.

      “We should get back to the party. We’re supposed to be celebrating Emiliano and Cara today,” Nero reminds us. He pats my back. “He’s your closest friend. Let’s not ruin this for him.”

      I nod and follow him back into the banquet hall. The music is blaring, the dance floor is full, and the tables are filled with good food and drink. People laugh and smile, as they should at such a joyous occasion. Yet, I can’t get Nina out of my head.

      Even with the bruise forming on her cheek, it was impossible not to see her beauty. Her huge hazel eyes blurred with tears, her small frame looked even tinier against her father. Fragile innocence, with her long brown hair cascading around her shoulder and almost down to her waist. Her full pink lips trembled with fear, and her shoulders sagged from the darkness that surrounds her life, and yet still, she was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      I sit at the bar, letting my gaze wander around the room, and suddenly, the party no longer holds my interest. Out of obligation, I’m here to the end. Since I’m a groomsman, it’s my duty. I also don’t want to offend Emiliano. He and I have gotten closer since some punk took a potshot at Evangeline, and Emiliano stepped up to defend her. He’s a solid guy and he’s going to be a great underboss one day. He’ll take over for his father when he decides to step back. It would also be career suicide to make an excuse to leave now, seeing that Cara’s brother is Nero’s consigliere and Nero will one day be our capo. Political, yes, but very real in our world. Respect is everything. Devotion is expected.
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      As it was, the day started off badly. Mom was having another rough day after her last chemo treatment. And based on the doctor’s reaction to the latest X-rays, it looks like my mother won’t be able to take another round of treatment. I find the news devastating. My mother is the only reason I keep getting up in the morning. No matter how crappy she feels, she’s the only one who makes me feel loved.

      My brother, Ricardo, is so deeply integrated into the family business that he’s completely ignoring Mom’s illness. Or maybe it’s just his way of dealing with our dying mother. Our father has never been warm and fuzzy, but he’s never laid a hand on my mother, brother, or me in anger. That is, until Mom’s diagnosis.

      At first, I made excuses for him. His love for my mother and the impending loss of her was playing on his mind. He was becoming more and more short-tempered, and then one day, when I didn’t act quickly enough to clean up my mother’s mess, I felt the sting of his hand.

      It rattled me so much that I crumpled to the floor. Dad walked away and left me there. No “I’m sorry.” No “What have I done?” Nothing at all. Ricardo saw Dad strike me once, and when he tried to intercede, Dad sent Ricardo to Italy. Dad volunteered his own son for a dangerous mission where he’d be gone for eight months, knowing that Mom was dying.

      Ricardo pleaded with Dad to let him stay home, where he’d be close to me, but Dad didn’t relent. Ricardo calls me every night to check in, but I refuse to tell him what’s happening. He’s already so far from home, and he needs to stay focused. It’s not like Dad shares a whole lot about business, but I overheard him on the phone, and from the conversation, I realized just how tempestuous this new merger with an international dealer is.

      Raffaele entrusted Dad with this deal, and come hell or high water, Dad won’t fail, even if it means putting his only son at risk.

      Unfortunately, Dad has only gotten worse over the last six months. I can’t do anything right. I walk too slowly, I talk too loudly, and I cry too much. That’s escalated to accusing me of dressing inappropriately, speaking when I shouldn’t, and more or less displeasing him in every way. I’m not sure if Dad thinks I have any redeeming qualities at all.

      Normally, I’m not punished for my wrongdoings until we get home, but tonight, Dad was in fine form. When I tripped getting to the car because the dress he chose had a long hem that caught on my shoes, his fist found my cheek. Once he saw that I couldn’t hide the mark, he pushed me into the closet and told me to keep my mouth shut for good measure, or I’d really get it.

      I knew Dad would follow through with his threats, but after over four hours in the dark, I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. I’ve learned to cry silent tears, or at least I thought I was quiet. Then when he heard me, I was mortified.

      His name is Aris. I took one look at the man and knew I’d never be good enough for him, with his short-cropped dark hair and eyes that I swear hold a dark fire burning in them. He seemed angry, and he probably was after having to deal with a ninny who got locked in a closet instead of being part of the party. Tall, with wide shoulders and a tapered waist, this man clearly works out, a lot. Everything about him screams sex, and I’m sure women throw themselves at him.

      One look in my direction, and I saw the disgust. I’m sure I’m not at all what he was expecting. I must have looked a sight. My hair, once perfectly coiffed with big curls bouncing around my face, had become a disheveled mess. My dress was a rumpled disaster, and I was covered with dust and grime from sitting on the floor in that small dark room. I wish he hadn’t heard me.

      I wasn’t sure it was a blessing or a curse to have Dad run back to get me. He was saving face, and I had to play along. I sold it as best I could. I dared not look anyone in the eye. Especially not the women. They’d see me for what I really am. A pathetic woman who is so battered and beaten that I can’t stand to be around people anymore.

      I never wanted to go to Cara and Emiliano’s wedding. Mom needed me at home, and anyhow, I prefer to spend all my time with her before she leaves this earth. I’d much rather be reading to her or watching a movie as I snuggle in beside her until she falls asleep.

      Dad insisted that I needed to accompany him. He wasn’t going to walk into a wedding without his family by his side, and since he sent Ricardo across the ocean, I’m it. I did everything right. My makeup was light and natural. My hair was just right. My father even smiled when he saw me at the top of the stairs, and for a split second, he was the dad I knew.

      I held my breath, praying that I wouldn’t screw up. I would have made it if it wasn’t for my clumsiness. The ride home wasn’t much better.

      Dad was silent all the way home. He ignored me, looking at his phone or out the window, even talked to Maurizio, our driver and bodyguard. That was the first bit of good luck I’d had all night. It wasn’t until we walked through the door that my father finally spoke to me.

      “Go check on your mother and get out of my sight,” he said. I heard the disdain in his voice as he walked toward his den and slammed the door shut.

      I tiptoed to the kitchen and grabbed an ice pack for my cheek, then made my way upstairs. Dad moved out of their bedroom. His excuse to my mother was that he wanted to keep her comfortable, and since he was in and out at all hours of the day and night on business, he was looking out for her. Mom said she understood, but I believe it hurt her deeply.

      The upside is that I can go in whenever I want and sit with her. I let the door creak open and step inside. Mom is fast asleep. Her once-golden-blonde hair has lost its luster. Even though her hair is growing back after the chemo, it’s still very short. Her face is gaunt, pale, but even with all that, she still looks beautiful to me.

      I sneak back out now that I know that Mom is resting comfortably. I strip off the blasted dress that caused me so much trouble and toss it into the closet, not bothering to hang it up. I know it’s unreasonable to get angry at a dress, but I can’t seem to help myself. I do the same with my shoes, then go to my adjoining bathroom to wash up.

      I’m shocked at how my face has already swollen. I guess I’m lucky Dad didn’t break a bone and that I’ll eventually heal. After getting into my pj’s, I grab the ice pack and place it on my face as I lie in bed. I close my eyes, trying to shut out the ugliness of the day.

      I vow that I won’t cry anymore, but I know I’m lying to myself. I have nowhere to go, and even if I did, I wouldn’t leave my mother in her final days. I bite my lower lip, sucking in a breath.

      I survived one more day. We’ll see about tomorrow.
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            Daily Visits No More
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      I’m early to make Mom some oatmeal. She likes brown sugar on it, and she can use the extra calories. Mom’s lost so much weight in the last few months. I know we’re facing the inevitable, but I can’t imagine my life without her in it, so I’ll do all I can to keep her with me.

      Dad left early this morning, refusing breakfast. All the better for me. That means I don’t need to hear the typical “What is this?” “You won’t find a husband if you can’t cook,” or my favorite, “Are you trying to poison me?” The weird thing about it all is that I’m a great cook! Dad used to rave about my dinners and would brag about me in front of his friends.

      Mom finishes half her breakfast, and I’ll call that a win, and with the help of the personal care worker who was hired to look after her, we get her into the shower. She loves to feel clean. Even her pale cheeks turn pink with the warmth of the water. Mom still like to dress up and have her makeup on. It takes a toll on her, but it makes her happy, and that’s all that matters.

      I leave her to rest on the recliner, watching her drift off. With her sleeping, I rush to take my own shower. After I dress, as I’m leaving my bedroom, I hear voices downstairs. As I come closer to the top of the stairs I hear our housekeeper, Elsa, say, “Mrs. Di Morte, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Mrs. Di Morte, as in our capo’s wife, is here, in our home. Crap!

      “Would Mrs. Vassilo be up for a visit?”

      I make my way down the stairs, and before Elsa can reply, Evangeline turns to me. “Nina, it’s so good to see you again.” I hardly reach the bottom of the steps before I’m engulfed in her embrace. I tentatively reciprocate the hug, not knowing what else to do, as I stare at Raffaele, who is taking up a large portion of our entranceway.

      “This…is quite a nice surprise,” I say, hoping I don’t sound as unsure as I feel. I pull back to look at Evangeline. She’s stunning! No wonder Raffaele chose her for his wife. Her dark ebony curls are extraordinary, her face like that of an angel, and I swear she glows with happiness.

      Raffaele steps closer, extending his hand to me. “How are you, Nina?” A simple question, yet it doesn’t feel simple. He scrutinizes my face, focusing on my cheek. I used concealer to hide the dark bruising starting to form, but nothing escapes his gaze.

      “Fine,” I whisper. I clear my throat and say again, “I’m fine, Capo. Thank you so much for coming to see my mother. She’s resting at the moment, but I can
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