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Natalie 

PHILADELPHIA

THE PILOT’S VOICE CRACKLING over the speaker above my seat jerked me awake from a restless sleep. We were beginning our descent into Philadelphia. As the plane dipped, so did my stomach and my nerves kicked into overdrive. The sun had set while I was asleep and I peered out the small oval window at the skyline glowing in the distance. 

Almost directly below, a ring of stadium lights indicated the Phillies were playing. As the plane drew closer, I could see swarms of insects clouding the lights. By craning my neck and pressing my forehead against the cool surface of the window, I spotted the Delaware River, an inky vein dissecting the Philadelphia and Camden riverfronts. From above, the city looked innocuous, but I knew otherwise. 

The streets of Philadelphia were run by men fueled by greed and power - men who killed indiscriminately and took what they wanted, when they wanted. I knew this from personal experience and had the scars to prove it; hence the ball of nerves that had taken up residence in my gut. I had convinced myself I was stronger now, wiser, and ready to return home, but as the plane taxied to a stop at the gate, doubt took over. 

You’re only here for two weeks; I reminded myself as I stuffed my iPod into my bag and gathered up the People magazine I had purchased during my layover in Dallas. I took a deep breath and exhaled when I stood and filed out to the aisle behind the older woman who’d been sitting next to me. 

“Enjoy the wedding,” she said with a smile before turning to leave the plane. 

“Thanks enjoy your visit with your grandkids.” 

We’d had the typical conversation between strangers when we were sitting on the tarmac in Dallas waiting for our plane to take off, before I put in the ear buds and fell asleep. I told her how I was heading to Philadelphia for my brother’s wedding. I didn’t give her all of the details, like how he was a capo in the Philly mob and was marrying the former boss’ daughter, who was now the first female capo in the family’s history. She knew I was anxious about seeing my ex-boyfriend, Dominic for the first time in over five months. She didn’t need to know that Dom was now the mob boss and he had killed my future sister-in-law’s father. Yeah, this visit was bound to be emotional and full of complications. I just hoped that in two weeks, when I returned to Los Angeles, it was without a bullet wound, unlike my last journey west. 

I took the escalator down to baggage claim and spotted Grant almost immediately. He was leaning against an information kiosk. When he saw me, he pushed off and approached, wearing a big grin. He pulled me into a hug that squeezed the breath out of my lungs. 

“I missed ya, sis,” he said before releasing me. 

“Missed you too,” I returned his smile. Grant looked great and was even more muscular than when I saw him last in Los Angeles. He wore dark blue jeans and a forest green t-shirt that stretched across his chest and shoulders. I always felt tiny next to him and gladly allowed him to clear a path through the crowd surrounding the baggage carousel that was spitting out luggage from my flight. My lime green suitcase was easily identifiable and Grant grabbed it, pulling the handle up so he could roll it behind him. 

“Is this it?” he asked. 

“No, I have one more. It’s a small black one with a lime green stripe.” Moments later it appeared and we were off to the parking garage. Grant unlocked a silver Audi SUV and I raised an eyebrow. “New car?” 

“Yeah, this is more family friendly so I traded in the Lexus.” 

“Big Daddy Grant, huh?” I teased, sliding into the leather passenger seat and breathing in the new car smell. Grant was shaking his head and laughing when he got in. He was going to be a father in less than six months, hence the wedding. Not that he was marrying Miranda because she was pregnant, they were engaged long before, but because Miranda wanted to be married before the baby was born and before she really started to show. 

“How’s Miranda doing?” I asked and clicked the seatbelt into place. 

“Really good and the baby is healthy. Miranda’s a little stressed over the last minute wedding details and her mom is driving her nuts.”

“Moms can do that.” 

He glanced sideways at me. “”About that,” he paused and turned to look at him. 

“What?” 

“Mom is already at the hotel.” 

I squeezed the ‘oh shit’ bar. Facing my mom was inevitable, but I didn’t think it was going to be quite so soon. When I left Philly for Los Angeles over six months ago, I left without telling anyone and mailed a letter to my mom. That was intentional. I couldn’t tell anyone where I was going and needed to be off the grid for a while. 

After Dominic killed his Uncle Marco, the Don of the Philly Mob at the time, the hit ordered for me was canceled and I was able to resurface. At that point I should have reached out to my mom, but we weren’t close and since she wasn’t concerned about my whereabouts to begin with, it was easier to not call. Now we were going to be sharing a suite. 

Grant must have seen me tense up or sensed the tension in the car because he reached over and gently squeezed my left knee. “Hey, I get it. I know how she was – definitely not mother of the year potential.”

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered and stared out the window at the cars we were passing. Billboards flashed by in a blur of colors, but I didn’t really see them. I was lost in my head and the memories of years of caustic comments about not being good enough or for being the reason why my dad left. The first few years after my dad had moved on without looking back were rough. I was five and Grant was eight when he abandoned us and cleared out all of the bank accounts. Our mom struggled to get by and sunk into a deep depression. A depression she was in denial of. Grant looked out for me. He made sure I had lunch money and breakfast in my belly before we walked to school. He also made sure that my clothes were clean and I did my homework. Where he could do no wrong, I never did anything right and Grant acted as a mediator against the emotional abuse. 

“She’s changed, Nat and has actually been seeing a shrink.” He patted my knee once before placing both hands on the wheel as he turned off the interstate. 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, give her a chance.” 

“I’ll try, but can’t make any promises.”

“I understand.” 

Now that we were crawling through South Philly neighborhoods, another set of memories bombarded me. We passed the clinic where Grant and Miranda took me and Dom to get treated for our bullet wounds; it was also where I was taken after being assaulted by the head of the New York mafia. I squeezed the door handle until my hand ached, not releasing for several blocks. We drove past a Greek restaurant Dominic took me to for our four month anniversary. Garlic and onion laced the air and I breathed it in, causing my stomach to growl. 

“Are you hungry?” Grant asked. 

“Starving! I had a hummus and cracker tray on the plane, but that was hours ago.” 

“Shit, well you can’t have a reunion with mom when you’re hangry.” I elbowed him and he laughed. 

On the next block, Grant pulled into a parking spot in front of a pizza joint. Just thinking about a slice made my mouth start watering. We got out and I followed Grant inside. The place was small and intended mainly for carry out. There were four tables on the left and three chairs lined the wall to the right by the door. A teenage boy sat in one of those chairs, playing on his iPhone while he waited for his food. 

I ordered two slices of pepperoni and mushroom which were served to me on a paper plate that bowed underneath the weight. I went to pay and the man behind the counter waved me off. 

“You with Grant, you don’t pay.” His Italian accent was thick and when he smiled a large gap between his two front teeth was on full display.

“Are you sure?” I asked, looking between my brother and the man. Grant nodded once. I knew better than to argue. Whatever arrangement they had was between them.

“Luigi, this is my sister.” 

“Ah, you’re molto bello,” Luigi said to me with a flirtatious wink.  

“Um, thanks.” I grabbed the plate and turned away from the counter. In my peripheral view I saw Luigi hand Grant an envelope, which he folded and slipped into the front pocket of his jeans. I should have known Grant would be working.

We sat at one of the tables. I dabbed a napkin over the top of the first slice to absorb some of the grease. “What was that all about?” I asked and gestured towards the pocket where Grant had placed the envelope.  

“Loan payment – Luigi needed a new oven and they’re not cheap.” 

“Oh,” I said with a shrug, picking up a slice. I closed my eyes and moaned after the first bite. 

“Man, I missed this. LA has all of this gourmet foo-foo pizza, which is okay, but this is the real deal right here.” I quickly inhaled the first slice. 

Grant picked a few pieces of pepperoni off of the remaining slice when I paused to take a sip of soda. 

“Anything else you missed?” Grant asked. 

“Of course! I missed cheese steaks and soft pretzels and...” Grant cocked his eyebrow at me and I smiled. “I missed you a ton, Grant.” 

“Anyone else?” 

Fuck, I forgot at some point Grant had become Team Dominic despite their animosity towards each other when Dom and I first started dating. “How is he?” I asked with a sigh, setting my drink down and leaning back in the plastic chair. 

“Busy with running things. He hasn’t dated anyone else since you left.” Grant paused, allowing that information to sink in. “Dom misses you bad.” 

“I miss him too. It’s just hard, ya know?” 

“Yeah, Nat, I get it.” He stood up, his chair scraping against the linoleum floor. I followed him, dumping my empty plate in the trash can by the door. First things first: I had to see my mom then I would go and see Dom. 
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IT WAS ALMOST 9:00 at night when we arrived at the hotel. We stopped at the front desk so I could get a key card before we took the elevator up to the sixth floor. I paused before swiping the card through the reader; a last minute attempt to shore up courage before opening the door and facing my mom. 

Grant entered first, immediately taking my bags to one of the two bedrooms in the suite. Our mom was curled up on a striped love seat in the living room area reading a book. She looked up when the door closed with a loud click. We stared at each other across the small space. My mom made the first move. She folded over the page in her book before setting it on the glass coffee table. Unfolding her legs she stood and hesitantly approached. I didn’t meet her halfway. 

“Natalie, it’s so good to see you,” she said before surprising me by wrapping her arms around me in an awkward hug. My arms were pinned beneath hers, so it was difficult to reciprocate after the initial shock wore off. 

“Mom, I’m sorry,” I started to say when we separated, but she cut me off.

“I’m the one who needs to apologize and to thank you. You leaving the way you did prompted me to get help.” 

While we had pulled apart, my mom still held my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. I didn’t know how to handle this new, apologetic touchy-feely version. She even looked softer. The tightness around her mouth was gone and the deep crease between her eyebrows wasn’t as severe. Her haircut was more feminine and blonde highlights had replaced the gray that threaded through her brown hair. Instead of the boyish short cut I always remembered her having, she had grown her hair out to where it brushed her shoulders and layers added volume. 

Grant was right, she had changed, but it was going to take more than a hug, an apology and a new haircut for me to lower my guard around her. 

“Come, sit with me. We have a lot to talk about.” She tugged on my hand and led me back to the love seat. Grant came out of my room and leaned over to give our mom a kiss on her cheek.

“I’ll see you both later.” 

“You’re leaving already?” I was hoping he would stick around. 

“Yeah, I got some things to take care of.” He gave me a look to let me know that he had mafia business to tend to.

Grant bent over the back of the love seat and whispered in my ear, “Relax, she won’t hurt you.” 

I resisted the urge to laugh. My mom was capable of hurting me with just a few words, but I nodded and gave him a weak smile.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Grant turned around right before he left, keeping his hand on the doorknob. “Miranda needs you at the bridal shop tomorrow – 11:00. Mom knows where.” 

He left after that, leaving me alone with my mom. We regarded each other from opposite ends of the sofa. I tugged on the bottom of my shirt and twisted the material as I stared down at my lap. My mom cleared her throat, so I looked up to find her smiling at me and the smile reached her brown eyes. 

“I’m so glad you and Grant are close. It’s like you don’t even have to speak to communicate. I was always envious of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just now, he gave you a look and you understood without him having to say anything out loud in front of me. You’ve always done that. I used to hate it – always felt excluded - and paranoid that you were silently discussing me.” 

“Well, sometimes we were,” I admitted sheepishly and she laughed. 

“I probably deserved it. I was pretty awful and not the best parent for you two. For that I am truly sorry.” 

I released the bottom of my t-shirt and began to relax. Unfortunately I had been conditioned to keep my guard up around my mom. Usually she was criticizing my outfits or looks. One of the reasons behind my love for running stemmed from the need to stay in shape to avoid such criticism. 

“My therapist told me I need to come clean with you and she also told me to be clear that what I’m about to say isn’t an excuse for my behavior, just an explanation.”

“So you really are seeing a shrink?” 

“Yes.” She reached for a bottle of water that was on the coffee table. Seeing it reminded me how thirsty as I was, an after effect of air travel. 

“Is there more water?” I asked. 

“Oh, there’s plenty. Hold on.” She stood and walked over to the small kitchen. “Grant had the fridge stocked,” she said, returning with two bottles and handed one to me before setting the other one on the table.  

She sunk back down on the love seat, curling her denim clad legs beneath her. I opened my bottle; the seal cracking with a loud pop, interrupting the sudden silence that had descended upon the suite, save for the faint scream of sirens on the city streets below. 

Mom cleared her throat and I looked over at her. She was twisting the bottom of her pale yellow cotton sweater, a nervous habit that I never realized I’d inherited. 

“What do you need to tell me?” I asked. 

She sighed, releasing the sweater, placing her hands flat against her thighs. “I didn’t know at the time, but leading up to when your father left, my doctor thinks I was already suffering from Dysthymic Disorder.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a form of mild depression which, if untreated, can morph into deep depression and that’s what happened after your father left us. The stress and emotional loss triggered it, but, like I said, I didn’t know that at the time.” She paused and started twisting the bottom of her sweater again. 

I reached over and placed a hand on top of hers, stilling them. “Is that why you checked out on us?” 

Her eyes were watery and she looked away. “Yes,” she said, her voice trembling and she hung her head. Tears spilled down onto her sweater, darkening the fabric. “A part of me was aware. It was like I was trapped inside witnessing how I was behaving, but paralyzed and muted, helpless, unable to stop.” 

She sniffed and lifted her head, wiping away the glistening trails from her cheeks before meeting my eyes. “I know it was wrong, but I blamed you for your father leaving us even though you’re blameless.” 

I was stunned, not by her admission, but by the emotional mess of a woman sitting next to me. The cold stoniness I had grown up with was gone.  She didn’t stop talking and the words spilled out. I just sat there and absorbed everything. She told me how my dad threatened to leave long before I was even conceived. Only when my mom found out she was pregnant with me, did things settle down. Apparently my mom struggled with severe post-partum depression and this made my dad stay longer to take care of us. 

“My moods drove him away. I see that now, but at the time you were supposed to be the saving grace for our marriage, his reason to stay. So when he walked out on us...”

“You blamed me.”

She nodded and hung her head again, too ashamed to look at me. 

“Jesus Mom, I was five years old!” I started to yell, all the years of resentment surging forth, but my rage dried up on my lips when she recoiled like I slapped her and instead of satisfaction, I felt guilty for lashing out. “Shit, mom, I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize, Natalie. Your anger is valid. I know I can’t erase what happened and I missed out on so much. Then you left me too.” 

This comment caught me off guard and I exhaled sharply. “I’m not like him.”

“No, you’re not. Grant isn’t either. Thank God.” She gave me a shy smile, coaxing one from me. “Care to tell me why you ran away? Was it Dominic?” 

I shook my head and then sighed. “It wasn’t Dominic. Things were intense and I needed a break.” 

She didn’t say anything and I could feel her weighted gaze as she watched me. “Are you going to stay in California?” 

“I don’t know.” 

We went to our separate rooms in the suite soon after. I was emotionally tapped out and ready for some solitude, especially so I could process my mom’s confession. She was trying to make amends and that was a start. I called Chelsea to let her know I had arrived safely and fill her in on everything, but I got her voicemail. Remembering, as the phone was ringing, that she was having dinner with Derek’s parents, I left her a brief message. 

Then I took a quick shower, rinsing the day’s travel from my skin, before crawling into bed only to stare at the ceiling. While it was close to midnight, my body was on Pacific-time and nowhere ready for sleep. My mind kept going over the conversation with my mom. I wanted to forgive her and wanted a close relationship with her, but was afraid. Afraid of her recent changes only being temporary and getting hurt all over again. Grant had already seemed to have accepted her so did that mean I should too? With a sigh, I got up and drew the vertical blinds plus the heavy drapes closed, blocking out the city lights and shrouding my room in darkness. Using the display light from my phone that was charging on the bedside table as a guide, I climbed back into bed. After some meditative breathing exercises that Chelsea had taught me to help with my panic attacks, I finally managed to fall asleep. 

That night I thought for sure nightmares would return since I was back in Philadelphia, but they didn’t. Instead I dreamt of Dominic and the last time we made love before we were both shot. He used to wake me up by drawing lazy circles down my bare back, applying slightly more pressure as he moved closer to my ass. This particular morning, the sun streamed in through the window that practically ran the entire length of our bedroom. Grumbling, I squirmed underneath his touch and burrowed my head deeper in the pillow to block out the sunlight. His husky chuckle rumbled in his chest as his fingers slipped beneath the sheet, exploring lower. I parted my legs slightly, giving him access and he took full advantage, sliding a finger inside. I moaned and moved my hips with his rhythm, which grew steadily faster until I was bucking against his hand. He added another finger and the increased fullness sent me over the edge with a cry. Rolling over onto my back, fully awake, I ran my fingers through Dom’s thick hair and pulled him towards me, lowering his lips to mine. He came willingly and settled his hips between my thighs. Our kiss started out soft and sweet, our tongues moving against each other in a slow dance. Dominic ground his erection against me and I deepened the kiss, moaning into his mouth. He nipped at my lower lip then sucked on it, hard. Thrusting my hips up I moved against him, causing him to release my lip which quivered and tingled as blood rushed back into place. 

Dominic hovered above; caging me between his muscular arms and I loved being surrounded by him.  I had mussed his black hair and it hung over his forehead, framing his eyes that were now a darker green as he stared at me. God, he was beautiful and I couldn’t believe he was mine. 

“What?” I asked.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

I moved along his erection again. “Yeah, I do.” He laughed and kissed me, tracing a trail along my jawline and down my neck to my breasts, his stubble scratching against my skin. He latched onto a nipple with the same intensity as my lip. The contrast between tender and rough sent a ripple of goose bumps across my body and left me breathless. Spreading my legs wider, I arched against him, inviting him to enter. Cupping my ass he pulled me closer and pushed inside with one hard thrust. Dominic gave me a few seconds to adjust before he started to move. I threw my head back and held on, savoring the weight of his body on mine, breathing in a hint of spice from his cologne as he began to sweat. 

“I love you,” I gasped, on the precipice of an orgasm. 

At that moment the sunlight exploded super bright, distracting me and I woke with a jerk to a strange metallic sound. 

“Wake up, Natalie. We need to leave in an hour.” My mom’s voice cut through the disorientation and I blinked, seeing her silhouette over by window. That explained the sound; it was the rungs from the drapes racing along the rod. Then I realized my hand was down my pajamas and I had been playing with myself during the dream. Horrified, I yanked my hand free, praying that she didn’t witness. 

“You look flushed, Natalie, are you feeling okay?” she asked and I felt my cheeks flare even hotter. 

“I’m fine, Mom,” I said and kicked the covers free, “Just too many blankets.”  I made a quick escape to the bathroom. The remnants of the dream lingered, leaving me feeling unsatisfied since I was robbed of any release. Masturbating to finish it off was out of the question since my mom was in the next room, so I settled on a cold shower, which left me even more out of sorts. The idea of spending the day getting fitted for a bridesmaid dress held zero appeal. It wasn’t just being left horny that had me on edge, but my subconscious had revealed the truth I’d tried to suppress: I still loved Dominic. 

*** 
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WHILE THE MORNING MAY have gotten off to an awkward start by the time I had coffee and a bagel, that my mom had waiting for me when I came out of my room, my mood had improved. We took a cab into the heart of South Philly to the bridal shop run by someone in the Grabano family. I was surprised when the cab stopped in front of a cute boutique on the corner. Brown awnings with pale blue stripes stretched out over the storefront windows where gowns worthy of Vogue magazine were on display. Across the street was an upscale coffee shop with bistro tables on the sidewalk. As soon as my mom and I stepped out of the cab, the door to the bridal shop burst open and Miranda came rushing out with her arms wide open. 

“You’re here!” She said and wrapped her arms around me in a crushing hug on the same level as Chelsea’s. If my best friend wasn’t clear across the country, I’d suspect she’d been giving lessons.  

Miranda released me and gave my mom a less enthusiastic hug, but it was a hug, something I wasn’t used to seeing mom give or receive. My future sister-in-law took a step back with a big smile. She was radiant. Her skin had a healthy golden glow and her hair looked even thicker and glossier than usual. The bride-to-be/expectant mother combo sure had its aesthetic advantages. 

“You look fantastic!” I said which made her beam even brighter. 

“Come on, I can’t wait to see the dress on you.” Miranda grabbed my hand and pulled me into the store. 

“The neighborhood looks different than I remember – it’s not that ghetto anymore,” I remarked. 

“That would be Dom’s doing. He’s been helping fund some community improvements. Giving back, ya know?” Miranda said. 

“Oh, really?” 

Miranda nodded and released my hand once we were inside the store and I had to stop to take it all in. Lace, tulle, and satin gowns lined the walls all around. This was my idea of a padded room and Chelsea would be in heaven. Six plush, pristine white chairs formed a half circle facing a small platform that was strategically placed in front of a large, three sided mirror; the spot where the bride-to-be could model for her entourage. 

A woman in a black dress came rushing out from a back room with a silver tray of champagne flutes in her hand. Her dark hair was short in a pixie-cut style that accentuated her graceful, long neck. 

“Mimosa or plain orange juice?” the woman asked me. 

“Mimosa, please.” 

With a dramatic flourish, she handed me a flute. My mom and Miranda both asked for plain orange juice. I took a few seconds to see if Miranda was showing yet. At fourteen weeks she had a tiny bump for the most part her stomach was flat. 

I heard the door open behind us and turned to see Allegra, Bianca, and Miranda’s mom, Paulina walking in. 

“Rand, honey, sorry I’m late! Nick wouldn’t leave me alone this morning,” her mom said with a giggle before rushing over to pull Miranda into a hug. I didn’t miss the look of disgust that briefly flashed across Miranda’s face when her mom explained why she was late. It made me wonder who Nick was.  When Bianca, Dom and Miranda’s cousin, saw me she squealed and gave me a fierce hug. She was still as cute as ever and had added bold blonde highlights to her dark hair. 

“I’ve missed you! So has Dom,” she whispered this last part in my ear before releasing me. 

“It’s good to see you B. How’s school?” 

“I love college now! I just finished finals so I’m officially done my freshman year.” When I left for Los Angeles, Bianca was just starting at Temple University and having a hard time adjusting to campus life. She was a commuter student and lived at home, so trying to find her place was a struggle. 

“I take it things got better?” 

“They did. How about you, Dom said you’re living in L.A.? I bet that’s so sick.” 

“You’re staying out there, right?” Allegra interjected. Her arms were crossed over her chest and she wore a guarded expression. I wasn’t sure what that was about. While we used to work together at Crimson, we were never particularly close. The tall and leggy cocktail waitress was instrumental in Marco’s demise which placed her in the category of friend, not foe, so I didn’t know why she seemed so concerned about where I lived. 

I gave her the same neutral, non-committal response I gave my mom. “Huh,” she said with a frown and wandered off to look at a row of wedding dresses. 

“What was that all about?” I asked Bianca. She sighed before answering. 

“She’s been making a play for Dom, but he doesn’t want to have anything to do with her - with anyone for that matter.” 

The very idea of Allegra and Dom together triggered a flare of jealousy. By rights I didn’t hold a claim on Dom anymore. I broke up with him and lived across the country. Between the intense dream and knowing Allegra was circling around Dom like a cat in heat, my emotions were on high alert. Hearing from Bianca that Dom wasn’t interested helped quell the jealousy, but only a little bit.

“I knew it!” Bianca burst out.

“What?”

“That look on your face just then said it all. You still have feelings for Dom. You guys belong together I hope you can work things out.” 

Fortunately my mom walked over at that moment before I could respond to Bianca. She had a black dress draped over her left arm. “Here you go, Natalie, ready for the fitting?” 

“Thanks, Mom,” I said. Setting the half empty champagne flute on a small table, I took the dress from her. She followed me to the fitting rooms and sat down on one of the upholstered ottomans in a little alcove area right outside. I stepped inside one of the empty rooms and hung the dress up on a hook. It was a classic strapless knee length with a cream sash around the empire waist that matched Miranda’s gown. The skirt was made up of soft, flowing layers. I quickly stripped out of my jeans and t-shirt and slipped the dress on. It was a little loose around the bust, but at least it wasn’t tight. I twirled in front of the mirror and frowned at how the scar on my shoulder from my bullet wound stood out; the tissue was raised and puckered, slightly darker than the rest of my skin. It was a lot smaller and less noticeable than it used to be, but still obvious. There was nothing I could do about that. 

“Natalie, let me see,” my mom called from the other side of the door and I jumped, having forgotten she was out there. It was such a strange experience to be doing girlie things like this with her. Back in high school, I went with Chelsea and her mom to the mall when it came time for us to shop for prom dresses.

Taking a deep breath, I emerged from the fitting room and met her appraising gaze. She took in the dress and gasped, her eyes misting up. “Oh, Natalie, you look beautiful!” 

I wasn’t used to receiving compliments from her and definitely not prepared for her emotional response. I blushed at her approval and twirled around, just like when I was four and showing off the tutu I’d been given as a birthday present. 

“What is that?” she asked, stepping closer. 

“What?” I glanced down to see what she was looking at and realized she had noticed the scar. 

Her fingertips brushed over the raised skin by my collarbone and then slipped over to my back, to the matching scar right above my shoulder blade where the bullet had exited my body. I closed my eyes and held my breath willing the memories that were surfacing to go away. My mom’s cool touch reminded me of Dr. Russo, the mob doc’s, fingers when he assessed and treated my injury. While it wasn’t painful, the sensation was all it took to trigger the flood of memories; the metallic smell of blood that filled Dominic’s Mustang as I drove to get us help and the punch of bullets drilling into the side of the car, glass raining down on us and then the worst memory of all, the dead stare of the man I killed. 

“It’s nothing,” I said, backing away from her touch on shaky legs. 

“Doesn’t look like nothing,” she said and pursed her lips; the frown I was familiar with was back in place. We stared at each other, uncomfortable silence filling the gap between us.  Beads of sweat dripped down my spine, collecting in the small of my back. “Natalie,” she began in her disappointed tone. 

“Don’t, Mom!” I hissed and ran into the fitting room, wishing it had a lock on the doorknob, but it didn’t. “Shit,” I muttered and pressed my forehead against the cool wall, trying to get my breathing under control, inhaling and exhaling until the trembling stopped and my heartbeat stopped pounding in my ears.  I had really overreacted and that would only feed her suspicions. It had been a few months since I’d had a panic attack and I was left feeling clammy, nauseated and exhausted. There was a light knock on the door before it opened. Bracing for my mom to peek her head in, I was relieved to see Miranda. 

“Hey, are you okay?” she asked and slipped inside, closing the door behind her. She was wearing her veil, but still had on her jeans and a fitted button down shirt. 

“Yeah, I just had a moment. I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“Making a scene when it’s supposed to be about you.” 

“Pfffffttt,” she said, tossing her hand in the air. “Don’t worry about it. Now, do you want to tell me what’s wrong? And don’t tell me nothing like you told your mom. You’re about ten shades lighter than pale.” 

I shrugged and pointed at the scar. “I panicked and didn’t know what to say when she asked about this.”

“Oh. Well, what have you told other people?”

“In L.A., I told that guy Jason I was seeing that I fell off my bike and landed on exposed rebar.”

“That’s a good story.”

“Yeah, but don’t you think that an accident of that scale is something a mom would know about? I was still on her insurance when it happened.”

“Tell her it happened in California when you were out of touch. You have to tell her something or she won’t let it drop.” 

Miranda was right and telling my mom the truth wasn’t an option. “You look smoking hot in that dress, by the way,” Miranda said with a smile. “Let’s get back out there so my cousin can see where it needs to be taken in.” 

We left the fitting room to join the others in the main part of the store. Allegra was up on the platform getting fitted. Apparently she had the opposite problem than me and her dress needed to be let out at the bust. Picking up my abandoned mimosa, I went to stand next to my mom. 

“I’m sorry, Mom, it’s just that I’m a little sensitive about the scar.”

“I’m sorry too and it’s okay if you don’t tell me what happened. I know I haven’t exactly earned your trust to be one of your confidants.” Surprised, I looked up and met her gaze. Her brown eyes had softened and she reached up to tuck a stray hair behind my ear. “Hopefully we can get there someday?”

“I’d like that,” I said, knowing full well that she would never know everything. There are some things you just can’t tell your mother, especially about your involvement in organized crime and murder. 

Our conversation was interrupted when Miranda stepped out in her wedding gown and we all seemed to gasp at the same time. The ivory dress was a strapless mermaid style that hugged her curves then flared out mid-thigh in layers of organza that brushed the floor. A black belt trimmed in gray cinched the waist and when Miranda turned around, I saw that it turned more into a ribbon and draped down the back along the layers that fanned out. Miranda was a sight to behold with her glowing olive skin and dark hair spilling down past her shoulders. 

Miranda’s mom was crying; a tissue clutched in her fist as she dabbed at her eyes. “Oh honey, you are so beautiful!” she said. “I wish your father could see you.” Miranda paled at the mention of Marco and she glanced over at me. I quickly jumped in to redirect the conversation. Miranda’s mom didn’t know how much of a role Miranda played in her own father’s demise. Allegra grew quiet too. I wasn’t surprised since she was directly involved in luring Marco to The Speak, where Dominic shot and killed him. 

“Miranda, wait until Grant sees you, he’s going to cry like a girl,” I said with a laugh. “And I hope it’s all caught on camera.” 

Miranda and my mom chuckled at that and then her cousin resumed fussing over the last minute alterations needed on the dress. “Thank you,” she mouthed when her mom had turned around to answer her ringing cell phone. 

After the fittings, we went shoe shopping and that turned into a late lunch, which turned into happy hour and evolved into dinner. It was after ten o’clock by the time my mom and I were back at the hotel and while the day was fun, I was exhausted. Dominic had yet to make an appearance and right before I slipped into a dreamless sleep, I briefly wondered if he even wanted to see me. 
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DOMINIC

“OH CHRIST, THE FUCKIN’ arrogance of youth! As your consigliore, I am telling you that you’re being reckless. You roam around unprotected and vulnerable. You aren’t invincible, son.” My dad slammed his hand down on the table and his gaze slipped to the scars on my neck, a permanent reminder of my brush with death. 

I understood where he was coming from, but I refused to be consumed by paranoia like my Uncle Marco. Having protection certainly didn’t save him. Of course, I was family and he trusted me right up until I blew his dick off. Prior to that, I fell outside his circle of paranoia. “Dad, if someone wants me dead bad enough, it’s going to happen even if I have a freakin’ militia following me around.” 

“So no additional security at the wedding where you are all exposed?” We were sitting around the dining room table at my dad’s house: my Underboss, Dante, my Capos Grant and Miranda, our enforcer Joey D., as well as my brother Anthony, Dante’s brother Johnny and Miranda’s brother, Paulie. 

“Practically the entire organization is going to be there and we’re all going to be carrying. I think we can handle it if, and that’s a big if, things go down. Only someone really fucking stupid will try anything.” 

“Uncle Rico, I agree with Dom. The enforcers we would use as protection are all going to be there anyway. They already know to keep their eyes open for any trouble,” Dante said. 

My dad frowned. “What about you, Rand, think about the baby? Are you okay with this?”

“Nothing is going to hurt Miranda or the baby. I’ll take a thousand bullets to keep that from happening,” Grant answered, entwining his fingers with Miranda’s. She looked up at him and smiled. 

“Uncle Rico this is my wedding and I want it to be as normal as possible. People from outside of the family are going to be there, we need to keep things on the down low. I trust Dom’s decision.” Miranda squeezed Grant’s hand after her little speech. 

My dad sat back in his chair and tapped his fingertips against the tabletop as he mulled everything over. “Fine,” he said with a sigh. “Good thing I have a holster sewn into my tuxedo jacket. I’ll be carrying too. Seriously, Dominic, I know what I’m doing, so one of these days you’ll need to listen to me.” 

“Dad, I hear ya. It’s time to move on. What else do we need to talk about?”

“Grant’s bachelor party,” Dante chimed in. “It’s going to be fucking amazing. I got a bunch of strippers...“

“Dude, really?” Grant jerked his head in Miranda’s direction. “Hormonally charged fiancé over here.” 

“Oh, you guys have fun with your hoes. Cici has something equally as epic planned at Carnal for my bachelorette.” 

“Not with all of those male stripper douches?” Grant said.

“Oh yeah. You know Cici has an in with the manager.”

“Ha! More like the manager has been in her,” I remarked. 

“Territory you’re familiar with, huh Dom?” Dante winked at me. I slept with Cici like four summers ago down the shore and apparently I wasn’t the only one who remembered. 

“What the fuck! Can you not talk about my sister like that?” Joey D. growled. 

Paulie, Anthony and Johnny were snickering and trying so hard to muffle their snorts. Ordinarily our meetings were a lot more serious and we were dealing with issues regarding our heroin business and relations with other gangs in the city. With less than a week until Grant and Miranda’s wedding, a certain sense of levity had taken over. 

It was moments like this that I loved because it was just family fucking around teasing one another. Since Marco’s brooding and unpredictable presence had been removed, we seemed to be having more moments like this and it felt good. 

“Speaking of sisters...Grant, how’s Natalie doing?” My dad asked in an attempt to rein the conversation in before Joey D. punched someone. I noticed he glanced sideways at me too, gauging my reaction. I knew they were all wondering why I hadn’t seen her yet. I wanted to visit her the first night she was in town, shit I wanted to be the one to meet her at the airport and it was torture to hold back, but I knew she needed time to reconcile with her mom. While it had been five months since I last saw Natalie, it had been close to nine months since she last had any contact with her mom. Another part of me, and one I would never admit to anyone, was that I was terrified. The last time I saw Natalie was in California and it was of her back as she ran away after breaking up with me. One minute we were making love in the shower and everything felt right with the world and the next morning she was telling me to go home. We had spoken since and she confessed she still had feelings for me despite dating someone else: Jason. He was nice guy, a good guy who was going to be a lawyer one day, following in his father’s footsteps. I wanted Natalie back, her absence had left a void in my life, I killed my uncle for her and would kill again, but the fear lurked in the corners of my mind and heart, the fear that she would reject me one more time. So I waited. 

“Nat’s really good,” Grant answered. “Well, except Miranda told me she had a mild panic attack at Diane’s shop the other day.” 

“What? Is she okay?” I asked. 

“She’s fine, just got a little overwhelmed with everything,” Miranda said. “My future mother-in-law kind of stressed her out a bit too.” 

“She has that effect on people,” Grant replied, shaking his head and chuckling. “But she’s definitely changing for the better.” 

I remembered how upset Nat would get around her mom. When Nat and I lived together, her mom had some crazy notion that I was beating her, which was ridiculous. There were many times that I came home to find Natalie in tears after a rough phone call. I knew then that I needed to put my fears aside and go see her. 

“I think we’re done here,” I said, standing and looking around the table to see nods of agreement. “Dad, tell mom I’ll be over for dinner on Sunday.” 

“Good, it’d be good to have you over. Eva’s been missing you. She’ll be bummed to find out you were here while she was at softball practice.” 

I followed Grant and Miranda to the front door. Dante and Joey D. were right behind me. “Yo Grant, where’s Nat at?”  

“Why? You finally are going to go see her?” 

“Yeah.” 

We stopped on the sidewalk in front of my parent’s house. Their elderly neighbor was out sweeping off her stoop, kicking up a cloud of dust wearing her standard issue housecoat, one I could’ve sworn she had since I was born. 

“How ya doin’ Mrs. Antonelli?” I called out to her. She paused and looked up. 

“Dommie, come here,” she said in her raspy voice, gesturing with a gnarled hand. “Dante, Miranda, you too.” 

We took a few steps, closing the gap between us and the concrete steps. “Here,” she said and handed me her broom before disappearing into her house. She reappeared moments later with two plates piled high with a colorful assortment of sugar and almond cookies. Dante and I each took a plate and if I wasn’t still holding the broom, would’ve peeled the plastic wrap back and snagged a cookie. 

“Who’s this?” Mrs. Antonelli asked, pointing at Grant.

“This is Grant, Miranda’s fiancé,” Dante said. 

“Oh! Well, come here boy; let me get a look at you.” She tugged on Grant’s arm and pulled him closer for an inspection. Mrs. Antonelli had shrunk in her old age to under five feet so she stared up at Grant and I think she would have patted his cheeks if she could reach them. Instead, she patted him on his stomach. “You’re a strapping young man. Hold on.” Once again she disappeared into her house and Grant looked over at me and I shrugged my shoulders. I was expecting Mrs. Antonelli to come out with another plate of cookies, but instead she handed Miranda a baby’s blanket. It was a mint green color and made out of soft, fuzzy cotton. “I knitted this for the baby. Why you kids couldn’t wait until you were married, I don’t understand.” She shook her head and frowned, making her wrinkles bunch up like a Shar-Pei's. “But, at least you’re doing the right thing and getting married before the baby arrives.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Antonelli. It’s beautiful and I know the baby’s going to love it,” Miranda said. She bent over and hugged the woman, kissing her cheek. 

We stood around awkwardly for a few minutes before she grabbed the broom out of my hand and shooed us away. “I need to finish before Maury comes on.” She pretended to swat at us like pests and we laughed, calling goodbye over our shoulders as we walked to our cars. 

My Mustang stood out on the street. Its new paint sparkled in the sunshine. While it was a classic, I had it modernized with a Bose sound system, power locks and windows, and an alarm system. 

Grant’s Audi was parked across the street from me. He had the door open and was about ready to climb in when he turned toward me. “You heading over to Nat’s hotel?” he asked. 

“Yeah.”

“Want us to go with?” 

“Nah, I need to go alone.”

Grant nodded in understanding and told me the room number before getting in his car. Miranda called out good luck before the door shut. 

I pulled in front of the hotel and grabbed the plate of cookies before entrusting my car with valet. I was handed a ticket stub and told to text the number when I was ready to leave. Shoving that in my back pocket, I entered the lobby and quickly crossed to the bank of elevators. 

The hotel wasn’t one of the tall ones, only eight floors, and Natalie’s suite was on the top floor. I didn’t pass anyone in the hallway as I made my way to her room. The plastic plate threatened to slip as my palms grew sweaty the closer I got. The psychedelic carpet seemed to stretch for miles ahead of me like in bad dream, but I finally found myself standing in front of the door. I took a deep breath before knocking. 

A whisper of movement on the other side alerted me to someone approaching before I heard the deadbolt disengage. I took a step back away so I wasn’t crowding the doorway and ran my free hand through my hair. 

I was surprised and disappointed when it wasn’t Natalie standing in the doorway, but her mother. She held the door open, but didn’t invite me in. Instead she stood, blocking the entrance. 

“Mrs. Ross, how are you today?”

“I’m fine,” she answered, narrowing her eyes at me. “What do you want?” 

“Grant told me Natalie was here and I’d like to see her.”

She softened when I mentioned Grant’s name and shifted to a less defensive position. “She’s down at the pool. Don’t upset her though,” she warned me. 

“I wasn’t planning on it. Oh, and I brought some homemade cookies. My parent’s neighbor baked them and they’re amazing.” I handed her the plate. She had to open the door wider in order to take it. 

“Thank you.” 

I said goodbye and made my way back to the elevators wondering the entire way what Natalie’s mom meant by not upsetting Natalie. Once the doors opened onto the third floor, the strong smell of chlorine led me right to the pool. 

There were a few people in the pool, mainly kids and couple of adults. I noticed Natalie in the corner, furthest away from everyone else. She was lying on her back on a lounge chair sunbathing, wearing a bikini and she looked freakin’ amazing. I hesitated before walking over, trying to think about how to approach her, before deciding to just wing it.  

At first I thought she was sleeping, she had ear buds in and her eyes were closed, but the moment I stood over her, blocking the sun, her eyes popped open and she sat up suddenly, poised as if readying herself to launch away from whoever was standing next to her. 

“Relax, Nat, it’s me,” I said, taking a step back to give her some space. 

“Jesus, you scared me,” she held a hand over her heart and let out a nervous chuckle. 

“Sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” she said and rolled the ear buds around her iPod. Swinging her tanned legs over the side of the chair, she rose to stand in front of me. Without delay, I pulled her into a hug. The faint tropical scent of sunscreen clung to her warm skin. She wrapped her arms around me, fisting the back of my white t-shirt in her hands. We didn’t say anything and just held each other. I forgot about everything else and took stock of this moment where all was right with the world. Natalie did that to me. Just her presence restored balance that had been lacking in my life these past few months. I wondered, hoped she felt the same, but knew it was too soon to broach such an intense topic. 

I don’t know how long we stood there in each other’s arms and didn’t care. Eventually Natalie released the hold on my shirt and stepped away. That’s when I noticed she was crying. 

“Hey,” I said, placing a finger under her chin and tilting her head up so she would look at me. “What’s all this?” Out of habit, I bent down and brushed my lips across hers. She leaned into me at first, but quickly jerked away, turning her head. She may have hidden her eyes from me, but the flush on her cheeks was hard to hide. I mistook this reaction as shame when I remembered Natalie was with Jason and I no longer had the right to kiss her. I tended to lose all thought processes around this woman.

“Shit,” I said, running a hand through my hair and sitting down on a lounge chair across from the one Natalie was using. “I forgot about Jason.”

“Jason?” Natalie took a seat on her chair. “What does he have to do with anything?” 

“I’m not gonna lie, I don’t like that you’re dating someone else, but I respect your choice and what I did just now was a dick move, but in my defense, you’re irresistible.” I smiled and winked at her, knowing that combined with my dimples on display made her knees weak. 

Her gorgeous hazel eyes widened and focused on my mouth before she raised them to meet my gaze. “Uh, um,” she cleared her throat and I chuckled, relieved she still had that reaction. “Jason and I aren’t together anymore.” 

I honestly don’t know how I managed to remain seated when all I wanted to do was throw her over my shoulder and take her back to my condo. “Did he hurt you?” I asked instead. 

“No, it wasn’t like that. I broke up with him. Things weren’t working out.” 

“Why?” 

She flushed again and broke eye contact, picking up the corner of the hotel towel she was sitting on and twisting it with her hand. Judging by the firm set of her jaw and the narrow line her lips had formed, she wasn’t planning on telling me, so I let it go, satisfied knowing Jason was out. Deciding it wise to steer the conversation away from relationships, I asked her what she had been up to since she returned home. 

She raised her eyebrows at the mention of “home”, but didn’t correct me. I took this as a positive sign. Natalie filled me in on the dress fitting and hanging out with the other bridesmaids. When she told me about her mom’s confession and the doubts she had about letting her in, I told her Grant had felt the same way, but he gave her a chance.

“I just don’t think I can forgive that easily,” she admitted. “There’s years of hurt to make up for.” 

“Trust is a hard thing to get back. You have to do what’s right for you.” 

Natalie sighed and fidgeted with the towel. I wanted to reach over and still her hand, but held back when she continued talking. “It would be so easy to keep that wall up and not let her in, but wouldn’t that make me a bitch? Also, if I do that, what am I throwing away?” 

At this point I realized the conversation may as well have been about our relationship. Natalie wanted to choose the route less painful and I understood where she was coming from, but pain was a part of life. 

“I guess just take it day by day. It’s old, but good advice.” 

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” she said and smiled at me. Man, I missed her smile. “Thanks for listening. I didn’t mean to dump on you like this.”

“Anytime, Nat, I’m here for you.” 

“You were always easy to talk to. Well, not at first since I could barely breathe around you, let alone talk.” Her cheeks flared a deeper red and she covered her mouth. 

“Natalie Ann Ross, what are you talking about?” I teased, remembering just how adorable and awkward she was around me when we first met at Crimson. It took her quite a few shots of tequila and hits off of a joint for her to relax. 

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” she said with a laugh and chucked her bottle of sunscreen at me. I caught it and tossed the bottle back to her. “I was dazzled by your green eyes and dimples, you asshole. Women are helpless against them. That combo is like an alien tractor beam that sucks you in upon contact and you can’t function properly.” 

“Damn, I’m an asshole and an alien tractor beam? That fuckin’ hurts.” I attempted to keep a straight face, but failed miserably when Nat started giggling and I laughed along with her. It felt good to just let go. Our laughs tapered off when my phone rang. Leaning back, I fished my cell out of the front pocket of my shorts. It was Grant calling so I decided to answer. 

“Hey Grant,” I said.

“Just checking in to see how things are going?”

“Fine. We’re just catching up.”

“So no freak outs or anything?”

“No, we’re good, I’ll call you later.” I hung up and slipped the phone back in my pocket. 

Natalie was watching me with one of her eyebrows raised and her arms crossed over her chest. “Did you have my brother call as a back-up in case you needed an out?”

“No, that was random, but I’m surprised he didn’t call you first.” 

She shrugged and lowered her arms, “I left my cell phone upstairs since I needed some down time.” 

Grant’s call had interrupted whatever moment we were having and the energy between us had shifted. Natalie was back to being more guarded. Seeing her, though, had gone much better than I anticipated. 

“I need to get going,” I said and stood up. Quickly closing the gap between us, I bent down and kissed Natalie on her forehead. Not wanting to scare her off by coming on too strong, I left it open for her to contact me. The words “I love you” were right there, dangling on the edge of my tongue and I barely managed to choke them back. 

“Thanks for stopping by. It was great seeing you. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, babe. Don’t wait too long to call me, okay?” I said with an exaggerated smile and a wink, which made her laugh. I could still hear her laughing as I walked away and that sound inspired hope. 
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


Natalie

MY HEART WAS STILL racing and Dom had been gone for over ten minutes. From the moment we hugged I knew I was done for. I loved that man and when he held me, I realized how easy it would be to just give in and be with him again despite our crazy history. Shaking my head, like that would really clear those thoughts, I decided to pack it up and head back inside. The sun had moved behind a bank of thunder heads and the humidity had been slowly building, making the late spring day seem more like late summer. Sweat trickled down my spine just from walking past the pool to the double glass doors. The cool blast of air when I opened one of the doors was refreshing. By the time I reached my room, my skin was prickling with goose bumps, an indication that I probably got a little sunburned. When I entered the room, my mom was in what was quickly becoming her favorite spot. She was sitting against an arm of the loveseat with her legs stretched out across the cushions, reading a book. She looked up at me and smiled. 

“You got some sun,” she said, but not critically, she was just making an observation. 

“I did, probably too much. I’m going to go shower. Are we still having dinner with Grant?”

“Yes, he’s picking us up at 7:00. Did Dominic find you?” she asked, folding the page over in her book and closing it before setting it on the coffee table, indicating this wasn’t going to be a brief conversation. 

“He did.” I intentionally kept my response brief. 

“Is everything okay? He didn’t upset you or anything?” 

“No, we just talked for a bit. We’re good.”

“I know I’ve been judgmental in the past about Dominic, well anyone you dated really, and I’m going to try to not let my experiences cloud yours. It won’t be easy, so please bear with me. I want you to be happy, Natalie.” 

Damn it, she was saying all of the right things and had been acting rationally all week making me feel like the irrational one. I decided to take Dom’s advice of going day by day. I wasn’t committing to getting my hopes up long-term. A day was nothing to lose if I wound up getting burned. 

“You seem to be happy with Grant and Miranda getting married.” I set my sunscreen and iPod on the counter and sat down in a chair next to the loveseat. 

“I am. Miranda’s good for Grant. She keeps him on his toes. My therapist and I talked about my resistance to you two being in relationships and we agree that if I couldn’t be happy then, as twisted as it sounds, I didn’t want you to be happy either.” 

I was quiet, letting this new revelation sink in. What my mom said made sense. 
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