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I was a young widow, still morning the tragic loss of my husband. Now that Michael had died so tragically, I had to fulfill what my family had promised so long ago, marriage to the now thirty-seven-old Mafia prince, Mario Tarintino.

Our marriage was arranged when I was born; the groom-to-be was ten. I betrayed my family when I eloped with Michael O’Brien. I was cast aside, and I was relieved. I never wanted to be a Mafia princess. 

He promised I’d be untouched; now I was damaged goods. 

He was a snake and had a nasty reputation with women.

I was twenty-seven and forced to fulfill an archaic marriage contract. What mattered was that despite it all, I desired him, lusted after him, and would do anything he wanted. 

He lied to me, used me, and he was unforgivable. But it didn’t matter because he owned me body and soul.
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Two Years Ago

Rina

I was all cried out. Michael’s death was sudden, and I didn’t have time to allow it to sink in as I sat before his closed casket. He was gone, really gone. I held onto Craig’s arm, his best friend. 

“Thanks, Craig. I just can’t believe he’s dead.”

“Rina, sweetheart, you need to relax. Michael’s death is killing you. I’m here for you and Michael. I miss him, too, and this is fucking surreal. But I’m here, so please lean on me.”

“Craig, I feel so guilty. I begged him to wait. I wanted to go to this meeting with him. Maybe he’d be here today loving me if I had insisted on going with him. But he was so damn excited.”

“Rina, I also offered to take the ride with him. I thought maybe we’d leave a little later, after rush hour, his meeting was at one p.m., but you know Michael, it was hard to stop him once he set his mind to something.”

I had to hold back tears because I did know Michael, and now he was gone. The morning he was killed was one of our best.

He’d insisted on driving to New Jersey to see a client that day. His business was doing so well. I asked him to put it off until I could take the ride with him, but he was so excited that he’d gotten a call from a huge investor in Jersey. I loved seeing him so happy. His smile and excitement were so catching.

“Baby,” he said, picking me up and twirling me around.

“Michael,” I giggled. “You’re making me dizzy. Please wait until tomorrow when I can go with you. Today, I have a meeting with the district manager for Dollar Bonus, and I’m hoping they will give me a bigger store.”

He held me to his six-foot-three hard and fit frame and kissed me. “Baby, if I get this investor, you won’t need to work.”

“Michael, I love my job.”

“I know, baby. Maybe we can think about starting a family.”

I sighed. “You want enough kids to make a baseball team, and I need time to think about children.”

“Baby let’s start on one. If this meeting goes as planned, the other eight can wait.” He grinned and kissed me again.

Michael’s mood and smile were infectious, and his kisses riled my senses. I knew where we’d end up next and never objected to making love to Michael as we fell onto the bed. His face was between my legs, his tongue at work as he brought me to a smashing climax. I was ready for his delicious cock to sink into me deeply.

I was still on birth control, and I knew how badly he wanted kids, but I needed to make sure we could afford me not working. 

He pounded his cock into me, and my body was ready for another spectacular orgasm. Loving Michael was so easy.

I kissed him goodbye at eight a.m. and never saw him alive again. I was at work when the phone call from the New Jersey Turnpike police came. I collapsed, and thank God, my assistant manager was there to catch me.

Michael’s brother and father went with me to identify his remains. His badly burned body was difficult to identify, but he wore his steel wedding band, and his dental records assured me that this was Michael. His father was devastated, and so was his brother. They were a close and loving family, and they were our rock. My family had little to do with me because I’d run out on an arranged marriage. They constantly dangled it over me, and my father never forgave me. 

For years, I was told that my life was planned for me, and that Mario Tarintino was the man for me. I wanted to be in control of my life and wanted no part of my father’s Mafia world.

I’d first seen Mario at one of those Italian arranged Mafia weddings. I was thirteen the first time I met the twenty-three-year-old Mafia Prince. He was an arrogant, conceited idiot, and from the moment I met him, I didn’t like him. I was confident that he didn’t want me either.

He cornered me. “You know our parents arranged for me to marry you before you were born. Get it out of your head, Rina. It’s not happening. Nobody tells me who to marry. I’ll never run this family. I’ve chosen a different life. Besides, you’re not good enough for me. I don’t want a Mafia brat for my wife. So, ignore them. Besides Rina Belltronti, you’re too damn skinny. You’re just a kid. I’m not fucking around with a little girl,” he whispered in my ear as he pulled me inside the ladies’ room. “Our parents are out of their fucking minds.”

He wore a white uniform, his hair short, and his face cleanly shaved. He was in the Navy. He smiled at me and kissed my cheek. “Too bad, Rina, you’re kinda cute but just a kid. Good luck with this bunch of looney tunes. Maybe we’ll meet up in the future. Maybe you should run from all this as soon as you can.”

I’d never forgotten his warning and his words. 

Once I finished college, I never came home, which made my father furious, but I didn’t care. So, when I met Michael, I knew he was my other half, my soulmate, and I had no qualms about marrying him. But my mother, Adelina, and father, Rosario, went ballistic when I told them I’d fallen in love and wanted to get married. Short of disowning me, Michael and I eloped and spent our honeymoon in Vegas. 

This brings me to the small box I’ve decided to carry for the rest of my life. Somehow, a patch of his auburn hair had survived the horrible car fire after the traumatic crash. As morbid as it may sound, I requested a small patch of that hair to keep with me forever.

My tears never stopped as I thought about our last time together. If only I’d given him what he so wanted, a child. I’d have a piece of Michael and not just a lock of his hair to keep him close to me.

I got up and walked over to his casket. “My love, I am so sorry I wasn’t with you. At least we would be together.” A hand touched my shoulder. It was Craig. “Rina, he’d want you to go on living. Don’t even think about joining him.”

I nodded.

“Sweetie, you have guests.” I turned around and was surprised that my mother and father showed up at the wake. I’d separated myself from them the day I eloped with Michael.

My mother spoke first. “I am so sorry, Rina.”

My father was next, and I could see the disdain on his face. “Yes, Rina, very sorry.”

They seemed genuinely sorry, but a Mafia Don can camouflage his feelings quite well. I’d seen it all my life. And my mother never questioned my father’s motives. She loved her life of luxury and diamonds and gold. 

My father never had a son, only me to carry on the Belltroni family. I know I broke his heart when I eloped with Michael. He wanted me to marry a would-be Don, handsome and arrogant, just like Mario Tarintino and all the sons of the Mafia Dons.

Regardless of who and what they were, Michael’s wake was flooded with them, and my hands were full of thick envelopes with money. 

My mother took the envelopes and slipped them into a black bag. She then took my hand and went with me to Michael’s casket. “Rina, was it necessary to have the casket closed? Was he that badly burned?”

“Yes, Mother, nearly beyond recognition, but dental records, his steel wedding band, and this,” I took out the small ring box with the lock of his hair. “Was proof enough.”

“Oh, my dear,” she whispered. “I am truly sorry. I know how you loved him.”

“Mother, he loved me, I think even more.” It was then that I broke down once more. “I should have given him what he wanted, a baby. I would have his child, his heart, with me always. But I put him off, teasing him that he wanted to sire a baseball team. Now, I’d give him anything he wanted, even nine children.” I felt my body collapse. My father was there to catch me.

“Jesus, Rina, you need something to relax you. You can’t go on like this.”

He sat me on a couch, and Craig came to sit beside me, putting his arm around me. “Rina, I’m here, honey.”

My mother sat on my other side, her hand holding mine. When I focused on her face, I was surprised to see her crying.

“Thank you, Mom, for shedding tears for Michael.”

She smiled. “Honey, you must come back home. I think your father will insist upon it.”

I was ready to defy her but had no will to fight, so I said nothing. However, there was no way in hell I was ever going back to live with them.

I sat with Craig and my mother, listening to the words of sympathy and condolences. Then, there were the strange faces of my father’s associates and their words of sympathy. After a while, the faces were all a blur.

I was thankful for Craig since he was Michael’s partner. Just a few weeks ago, Michael had taken him on, and now Craig had inherited the business. As I sat and greeted people, I decided to give Craig complete ownership of O’Brien Industries. It’s what Michael would have wanted.

I had my job, and I was thankful for it. 

I leaned my head on Craig’s shoulder and watched people coming in and out, paying their respects to him and me. Of course, I had our wedding photo on his coffin, which was painful to gaze at. I was exhausted and wondered when all this would be over. I’d been at this all day and was waiting until ten p.m. 

I took a deep breath when I saw my father get up and walk toward the entrance to the viewing room. Good, Lord, were more of his cronies here?

I focused on the man now standing with my father and gasped. Craig took my hand. “Rina, are you okay?”

I shook my head no. “I can’t believe he’s here.” I hissed. “The nerve of him.”

“Who, Rina?”

“I think it’s the man my parents had picked for me to marry, Mario Tarintino. Yup, an arranged marriage at my birth. That’s why Michael and I eloped. However, as I think back, Mario wasn’t too happy about the arrangement either.”

“Rina, the guy is just probably paying his respects.”

My father and Mario were walking back to where I was seated. I hadn’t seen Mario in ten years. When my father was no longer walking in front of him, I got a good look at him. Mario had changed, and it was undoubtedly for the better.

He wore a dark suit, a stark white shirt, and a black silk tie. There wasn’t a hair out of place on his deep chocolate-colored hair, and when he handed me an envelope, his nails were perfectly manicured. He was disturbingly handsome, the kind of handsome you see on billboards and movie posters. However, he was so like the men I’d grown up around, Dons, organized crime leaders. He had to be thirty-five now, ten years older than me, and I didn’t notice a wedding band.

Now that he stood before me, he bent his tall body to speak to me. “Rina, please accept my deepest sympathy. Your mother and father are worried about you. If you need anything, I told your father not to hesitate to call me.” His voice was smooth and deep. Mario Tarintino had it all; I was sure he was already part of his father’s world.

He was civil as he voiced his sympathy. I also noticed how his dark brown eyes bore into mine. The young man was now a Don in the making. For me, he was taboo. I didn’t want any part of my father’s world or any part of the incredibly handsome Mario Tarintino. He was everything I ran from. The younger son of a Mafia Don and the son my father never had. Mario would have inherited my father’s seat by marriage and been a Mafia Don. 

I’d later learn that he also was out on his own, shunning his father’s business. Mario Tarintino was wealthy and successful and free of any Mafia involvement.

Both of us were disappointments to our families.
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The Present

Rina

Two years. Today, Michael was gone two years. A day didn’t pass that I missed him. However, life went on.

I’d finally become manager of a large Dollar Bonus store and worked around the clock. My job became my life. I finally got home at a decent hour, six p.m., with my take-out Chinese in hand. I stripped, slipped on my furry robe, made a plate, and sat before the big, old television I’d bought myself for Christmas. 

I never watched the news, but tonight, I decided to see what was happening in the world. I checked a few of my streaming services and then went back to the news, and that’s when I nearly choked on my noodles. Augustus Tarintino and his party were gunned down at an expensive restaurant in New York City, and according to the news, nothing like this had happened in over thirty years. 

The cameras now centered on Mario Tarintino, the mobster’s son. I had a difficult time absorbing the scene before me. Mario pushed past the police. Reporters were all over him. He stopped and looked directly into the cameras. “This was cold-blooded murder. My father and his associates were having dinner. This is barbaric, and I want these animals found and held responsible. My father was a legitimate businessman, and I’m putting a bounty out on their heads, one hundred grand, for each killer.”

I was shocked to see Mario’s rage as he pushed through the crowd. I remembered him at Michael’s funeral. The only way I could describe him then was stiff. The man was like a mannequin, with no emotion and an even, nondescript expression. Now, he looked like an enraged animal. He was bare-chested underneath the long black trench coat, his hair rumpled, no longer picture perfect. He wore glasses and a sculpted beard, making him look years younger.

I wondered where my father was and didn’t have to look too far. He stood beside Mario with his hand on his shoulder, trying to calm him down.

I moved closer to the television, checking out Mario, and found I was strangely drawn to him. “Girl don’t even think about it,” I warned myself.

I slurped down another forkful of noodles and watched the whole scenario. My phone rang. It was my mother.

“Rina, did you hear what happened?”

“Yes, Mom, Augustus Tarintino was gunned down. Is this war shit starting all over again? Isn’t that all for the time of Al Capone? Mafia assholes will never grow up!”

“Rina!” my mother yelled. “You ungrateful little bitch! That could be your father!”

I lost my cool and screamed back at her. “You’re such a hypocrite. You would lose your money train if that were my father. I am so glad I married Michael and got away from you people.”

My mother screamed back. “And where are you now? Without a man to take care of you, that was such a good move on your part.”

I threw the phone across the room and sank onto the couch in tears. How heartless of her. I loved my husband with all my heart, and he was brutally taken from me. I hated the woman who gave birth to me. She was money hungry and heartless. I shut down the television and had a good cry. 

It had been months since I cried thinking of Michael. It was time to release my sadness. I tried dating, but those dates were a disaster. I wouldn’t say I liked the thought of another man touching me. It felt like I was cheating on Michael. 

“Rina,” I whispered. “You had one love of a lifetime, and he was taken from you. That’s it, one soulmate per human being, per lifetime,” I cried. 

I threw the rest of the Chinese in my dish in the garbage and put the remainder in the refrigerator. My hand shook as I walked into the bedroom. I took a shower and allowed the hot water to cleanse me and repair my tortured mind. My mother had a way of unnerving me.

In the two years since Michael’s death, I’d tried drinking my sorrows away, but that made me remember Michael even more. I even tried hooking up with Craig, his partner. But after one fling in the bedroom, we both felt like we betrayed Michael. Then, I decided to sign the business over to Craig and try to have a clean start.

And here I was, drying off my body and eying the nondescript box wrapped in plain paper. I’d broken down and ordered a sex toy. Perhaps if I relieved the anxiety inside, I’d feel better and move on with my life.

When I ripped off the paper that covered the box containing the phallic-like vibrator, I giggled. “Hm, Michael was almost as big as this thing,” I said as I held the unboxed gadget in my hand. “Well, look at that, batteries included. Oh, what the hell? I need this, and this is guilt-free.”

I snapped on the power and laughed even harder. The thing was powerful, and I wondered what would happen when I applied it to my clit. “No time like the present to try,” I giggled.

I laid back, closed my eyes, and let the thing rip. Within a minute, my body shook with an intense orgasm. I looked up and smiled. “Now that’s what I call artificial intelligence!” I said breathlessly.

I cleaned off the dildo and was ready to slip it back into the box when I thought, was it possible to have another orgasm? I found out quickly and decided I’d never need a partner again. I believed I’d solved my loneliness without betraying Michael’s memory.

I had a lot to learn. 
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Rina

I fell asleep and never heard my phone ringing. But when the doorbell rang repeatedly, I bolted upright in the bed. “Jesus Christ,” I whispered. “Who the hell is that at this hour?” However, the hour was relatively early, ten twenty p.m.

I wrapped the robe around me, found my phone still in one piece, and checked the camera on my security system. “Oh no,” I moaned. It was my mother.

“Please go away,” I said through the door.

“Open this door, Rina. Now!”

I took a deep breath and opened the door against my better judgment. “Are you here for an apology?” I asked. “I’m sorry, now go home.”

“Rina, stop. We need to talk. This killing of Tarintino is serious.”

Belligerently, I let her in. “Yes, Mom, I know it is. But really, mobsters should realize this is how they end up. Dead on the floor of a restaurant.”

My mother crossed her arms over her breasts. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Stop, Mom. Stop acting dumb. We all know what my father is.”

“He’s reformed,” my mother said with all sincerity.

I wanted to burst out laughing. 

My mother was still an attractive woman for forty-nine. She kept herself in impeccable physical shape and could rival many younger women. However, my father was what some might call handsome, but he was a more rugged-looking man and kept himself in excellent condition. As a child, I thought he was much better looking than many of my friend’s fathers. He wasn’t overweight like so many of his peers. I suspected there was genuine affection between him and my mother. And here she was, once again, defending him.

“Alright, Mother, I understand. Why are you here?”

“It’s about Mario. He’s devastated. The man was taking his father’s business to new heights, legally. He’s very different from his family and feels guilty that his actions caused his father and associates to be murdered. He said it was a warning.”

“Okay,” I said, catching my breath. “What does that have to do with me?”

“Maybe give him a call. You lost Michael, and maybe you can help him overcome his grief. Rina, as a friend, nothing more.”

“Mom, I don’t even know the man. We spoke, like twice in all the years that I know him and his family.”

“I know I am asking a lot, but he has separated himself from his family for years. What I mean is, from....” She stopped because she was so unwilling to call it organized crime.

“Okay, I’ll text him. Do you have his number? I’ll text him my sympathy and condolences.”

“Fine, Rina, but you will be with me and your father at the wake. It’s your duty as an adult.”

“Whatever, Mom, sure.”

“Thank you, Rina,” she said as she took her phone and texted me Mario’s number. I took a deep breath, took my phone, and texted him:

Mario, it’s Rina Belltroni. I am so sorry for your loss. Please accept my deepest sympathy and condolences. If I can help in any way, please don’t hesitate to call me. Again, I am so sorry.

Rina Belltroni

I handed my mother the phone. “Is that satisfactory?”

“Rina, thank you. I know Mario is a grown man, but I know he’s blaming himself for his father’s death.”

I knew the feeling. “Mom, no problem. He did show up at Michael’s funeral.”

My mother walked past my bedroom and stopped. Oh, my God, I’d forgotten to put away the damn vibrator. I was praying she didn’t see it or know what it was.

She walked into the room and stood smiling at the foot of the bed. “Rina, you really need to find yourself a man. Those things can be habit forming.”

I ran past her and quickly stuck the thing in the box.

“Honey, did you wash it? You must keep them clean.”

I was mortified as I went directly into the bathroom with the box and began washing the supple rubber. “It’s not what you think, Mother. It’s good for sore muscles,” I called out to her.

“Oh, honey, that’s no muscle, but it is good for what is ailing you.”

When I dried it off, I slipped it into one of the vanity drawers. When I walked out, she sat on the bed and patted the
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