GOD THE FATHER
PART TWO

CHAPTER ONE
WILLIAM GARDINI


   I sat in the library looking out onto the lands of Crest View through the sliding doors.  It was late spring and the blossoms were springing forth every morning.  It was a lovely estate and it was home.
   After years of running from safe house to safe house, we relocated to Crest View Estate, we were home and safe.  It seemed our worries were well behind us.  Our enemies the Bandini family were quiet and had been these three years.  I didn’t expect them to rattle any windows, the odds were against them.  If they tried anything they would be out there on their own and they understood that.  For that reason, I didn’t anticipate any trouble from them.  However, we had come through a very dangerous ordeal orchestrated by Matilda who confessed to being my sister's friend, that was not so.  She coerced her way into our lives to take over Crest View, which did not happen.  All of that was behind us and our future look bright and safe.
   I closed the folder I had been going through.  Inside were several names of participants hoping to be considered for the position of our second head butler.  I needed to pick one and interview that person.  Edwards our head butler was soon to retire and we would need a replacement.  I missed Victoria, my sister who was the mistress of Crest View and always took care of those things.  She and her husband Alexander Marzonie, the Family head, as well as their five children, Miss Dollie, Doc and my nephew Tony, were away at Royal’s ranch in Brazil taking a well-needed vacation.  Crest View was somewhat quiet without them at the dinner table.
   I felt kind of in limbo, not knowing my next move in life.  My sister was well and happy.  Nikki also seems overly happy.  She and Frank stilled loved each other after six years of marriage, two lovely little girls and another child on the way.
   Miss Dollie was often throwing hints of it being time for me to marry.  I wasn’t ready.  I felt I had or at least needed several more years of bachelorhood, and if I ever decided to marry, I didn’t think I had far to look.  It would be Doc’s daughter, Tina.
   I continued to look out the doors.  The Simons, junior and senior were pulling weeds from around the gazebo.  That was Victoria’s favorite place.  Before she left she too was being very persistent about me marrying and she emphasized Tina and then said;
   ‘She’s not going to always wait for you.’
   Well, I may sound arrogant, but I was sure she would.  I remember the first time I saw her.  Her mother had died and Doc went to get her and brought her to stay at Fair Heights.  Doc introduced her to Mr. Marzonie Sr. and I happen to be in the library that day.  She was a pretty teen-age girl of about fifteen.  Her coloring was like that of creamy brown milk chocolate.  Her eyes were deep brown and soft.  Her hair was a lighter brown than her skin and fell about her face and shoulders in medium wavy curls.  She was slim and nearly as tall as Doc who was five feet, ten inches.  She was young and I wondered how much taller she would get.
   Doc introduced me and that little teenager looked at me and smiled declaring in that smile that one day I would be hers.  I was unnerved and embarrassed and later had to listen to Alex rattle on about me being shaken by a teenager.
   We became friends instantly, she reminded me of Victoria, not in looks but in character, sweet.  Often out of the blue she would say ‘I’m going to marry you.’ And then she would laugh and I would not because she seemed serious.  Six months later Doc took her to an academy, where she finished high school and then she went on to New York University where she began her studies to become a doctor like her father.  I admit I missed her but I was a little more relaxed not hearing her say so often, ‘I’m going to marry you.’
   She was there four years before Doc had to retrieve her for her own protection.  The Bandinis were acting up and knew of everyone in the family including Tina.  After several years of uncertainties, we were finally safe at Crest View.  I realized that Tina had changed and often stayed clear of me.  I was sure she was embarrassed about what she often replied to me.  I was not worried at all that she would not say yes if I asked her to marry me, which I was not planning on doing just yet.
    However, there was an incident a year ago that made me uncertain.  It was during the time that Victoria’s supposedly friend Matilda practically made me bring her to Crest View and afterward threaten the wellbeing of the Family.  It had been a little over a week that Matilda was at Crest View and decided to make her plan known.  I had gone to Victoria’s quarters to see how she was doing.  She was well into her eighth month and carrying triplets.  She was not there and her maid mention that she had been summoned by Alex.  I felt trouble at hand; I knew Alex would not summon Victoria and I also knew Matilda was behind it.
   That day I started towards the library when I saw Tina nearly running towards the Chapel.  I followed her and found her crying, no more than a whisper of a sob.
   “Tina,” I said her name unsure wondering who had hurt her and ready to do business with them.  She turned to see me and then turned away quickly.
   “What’s wrong? Who has hurt you?” I inquired angrily.
   I rushed over quickly and stood there in front of her.  She got up just as quickly and moved away.  She had turned into a beautiful young lady.  She was still slim and had grown taller.  I was glad she hadn’t reached six feet two which was my height.  Her hair still fell in curls and it had grown to reach nearly to her waist.  Seeing it down like it was that day was rare.  She usually wore it rolled in a large bun that rested on the nape of her neck.
   “Tell me what’s wrong” I insisted and moved nearer to her because she still cried.
   “Nothing Bill” she shook her head and moved away from me again.  She then looked at me for several seconds then looked away.  Although she cried she looked lovelier. Her soft brown eyes were misty and her long eyelashes were wet.  Her lips often looked as if they were puckered and waiting for some man to kiss them and just over the right side was a beauty mark that I could not resist looking at and often wanted to kiss myself.  Doc frequently said that she looked like her mother who was Creole.
   “Someone’s made you cry Tina, who?”
   “It doesn’t matter Bill.  I’m fine really” she tried to make me believe that.  She set back down on one of the pews.  I watched her and wanted to cheer her up and said.  “You haven’t teased me in a long time.  You haven’t said you were going to marry me in quite a while.”
   She looked at me blankly and then agitated it seemed and said pointedly.
   “That was a long time ago Bill and I was a child.  I really would like to be alone.”
   She was dismissing me, was she really?  I waited a few moments and she said nothing else and I thought it better to leave.  We never spoke of that day in the Chapel and I attributed her unhappiness to something she and Doc were going through.  Still today I was sure when I’d be ready to marry her, she would still say yes.  
   I pulled myself out of those thoughts and walked over to the doors.  That day seems a slow lazy day.  Was I bored because we weren’t running for our lives from safe house to safe house?  All was quiet with the Family.  I had not been summoned by Mr. Cordoloni for an assignment. I didn’t have to pull my weapon on anyone lately and it may be like that for years to come.  Did I need something to preoccupy my time?  Was it time for me to marry and have a few children?  I wasn’t sure.  I didn’t know if I could be a family man.  Would I get bored with that? Also, my life was full of secrets.
   Dinner that evening was quiet.  Nikki and Frank talked about Angel and Sabrina who sat at the children’s table playing with their peas.  Mr. Seaton the Steward and Marta the Staff Head were in deep conversation about the staff.  Pete and Travis talked about security and everyone else just ate.  Tina made her presence by coming in ten minutes late.
   “Sorry everyone,” she said quickly.  That day she wore her hair pulled back in that bun, a pullover gray top, and loose-fitting khaki pants, with white tie up shoes that she usually wore in her lab.  I was sure she literally took off her lab coat and raced to the dinner table.  She wasn’t one for girly clothes and everyone was used to that.
   “Miss Always Busy, what are you working on now?”  Christian asked watching her closely, maybe too closely.
   “An improvement to that clear bandage.  I still have work to do on it.”  She glanced at me and smiled slightly, then dove into her dinner.  She and Christian talked about her studies at NYU that she now did online and her internship she was doing with Doc.  She talked with him at ease and often smiled at him. They were nearly the same age and he would seem handsome to most women I was sure, tall, brown skin, well-spoken and stylish. I wondered if she was interested in him and also if she was forgetting about me.  Of course, I hadn’t given her anything to hold onto, she wasn’t bound to me.
   The next incident that made me concern was a few days later.  I had decided after seeing her and Christian talking together, to spend more time with her.  I was going to marry her.  I thought maybe I should make it known.  I knew she was often in the indoor pool before lunch.  I didn’t know what she did there, definitely not swim.  She was afraid of the water and everyone knew it.
   I went to the changing room and put on trunks hoping to find her there.  She was there alright stepping out of the three feet area.  She wore a swim cap over her hair, one of Doc’s large tee-shirts and baggy shorts that reached nearly to her knees.  I came in and walked over to her.  She looked at me surprised saying “Hi Bill” as she picked up a towel.
   “You know for better results you should wear a swimsuit.”
   She laughed and said, “That’s what Dad always says.”
   Our conversation was cut short by Christian coming in saying loudly “I’ll race you to the other end of the pool, Tina!”
   “No way!” she replied just as loud.  Then walked over to him and started talking to him.  They were smiling just as they did at dinner.
   “Jealous?”
   I swung around looking at Nikki surprised.
   “You were watching them so closely that you didn’t hear me come from outside.  Come on and sit down.  There’s lemon aid on the table.”  Nikki settled in a chair quickly.  She was three months pregnant and not showing.  Her dark hair was wet and she wore a blue-flowered wrap over her blue swimsuit.
   I settled down beside her pouring us both lemon-aid as I continued to watch Tina and Christian.
   “They seem very close,” I admitted to Nikki.
   “Yes, Christian is interested in her but Tina is not interested in him.”
   “How do you know that?  She seems interested.”
   Nikki shook her head saying “She told me she is not.”
   “Who then does she like, Keith?”  I asked unsurely and for the first time wondering if I had let my chance with her slip away.
   Nikki giggled saying “No way, Tina told me he is a player and has two ladies from the staff on a string and working on another.”
   I laughed then thinking that sounded like Keith.  From the moment he started working for us he was after the ladies.  Christian on the other hand seriously tackled his job with Mr. Seaton.
   “You’d better stop wasting time Bill,” Nikki replied
   “Has she said anything about me?”
   “No, nothing.”
    “Nothing?” I repeated questioning.
   Well, that was enough to nudge me on.  I didn’t want to lose Tina.  I was going to propose to her. It happened quickly and I had not prepared or planned how I would propose to her.  It was a Saturday and I had an emergency meeting at Mr. Cordoloni the following day.  Travis and Pete would go with me.  I promised myself that I would get her alone when I returned and make it as romantic as possible.
   We worked in the library preparing for the meeting with Mr. Cordoloni. Attending was Travis who was more than just our security and knew all the family business, Frank and I spent most of that Saturday in the library.  We ate sandwiches but did not quit that meeting until we were finished and had everything prepared for Mr. Cordoloni. It was well into the late evening before we were done.  Trench my valet had packed my clothes so I rested a few hours falling into a light sleep.
   I woke at eleven o’clock hungry, thinking that one of those sandwiches from earlier would taste very good.  I went down to the kitchen looking for one.  There I found Tina sitting at the island on a stool.  Her light brown hair hung to her waist.  She wore a gray tee-shirt, loose gray warm-ups, and footies.  I stood there for a moment looking at her wanting to ease up behind her and swing her around and kiss her, instead, I said.
   “I see I’m not the only one hungry.”
   She turned and smiled at me.  Her mouth was full and she held a half-eaten sandwich.
   “Any more of those left?”
   She nodded yes, chewing quickly and then said “In the frig. I’ll get you one.”
   I watched as she slid off the stool and went to the frig. She looked slouchy in the warm-up and tee-shirt and I wondered if there was a girly bone in her body.
   “You want a soda?” she asked.
    I nodded yes sliding into the stool next to her.  I plunged into that sandwich seriously.  She giggled then saying “You should have come out and eaten dinner.  It was delicious.”  She began to name the foods that Coni served.  Then she smiled teasingly.  Then we were both quiet eating our sandwiches.
   We were in the kitchen and there was nothing romantic about it but I decided to propose to Tina right there.
   “So you and Christian seem pretty chummy the other day at the pool.”
   She laughed then said, “He’s become a good friend.”
   “He better be,” I said seriously and Tina just looked at me unsure.  I continued to stare at her unable to keep my eyes off that beauty mark and her lips.  She looked down quickly.
   “So why don’t you ever tell me that you’re going to marry me anymore?  I- um just kind of assumed that you meant it.”
   She looked up at me unsure then, watching me closely with those soft brown eyes.  She slid off the stool quickly preparing to leave.
   “Don’t” I replied quickly taking her hand.  That time she stared up at me puzzled.
   “Tell me” I persisted. “Tell me, I’m going to marry you.”
   She shook her head no.
   “Tell me”
   “No,” she said slowly.
   “Why? Are you in love with someone else here?  If not Christian, then Keith or Pete?”  I questioned her afraid for the first time that she was in love with one of them.  She shook her head no.
   “Then tell me.”
   She said nothing but stared at me suspiciously.
   “Then I’ll say it, I’m going to marry you.”
   She pulled her hand from mine saying upset “Stop playing with me Bill.  I’m not a child.”
   “I know” I replied quickly pulling her to me and kissed that beauty mark over her lip and then those inviting lips.  I kissed her thoroughly and she returned my kiss and leaned against me.
   “Oh, sorry” an unwelcome voice broke into our embrace.
   We both turn to see Travis who watched us amused.  Then he said, “Just getting a sandwich.”
   Tina tried to move away but I held her in my arms.  Travis got his sandwich quickly and left smiling slightly at me.  Once he was gone I searched for those lips again.  After a while, we both released each other and stared at each other a bit shy. She looked down and I lifted her chin to look at me.
   “Will you marry me, Valentina Marie?”
   She smiled then and said, “I didn’t know you knew my full name.”
   “I know everything about you, marry me?”
   She smiled lovingly at me and nodded her head yes.
   “Say it and I’ll know it’s real.”
   “Yes, Bill.” She said softly “I’ll marry you.”
   I smiled relieved then said. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow for a few weeks but when I get back we will set a date.  I took my Marzonie Family ring off my finger and slid it on her finger.  It was too large. “When I come back, I’ll have your engagement ring.”
   I pulled her to me again, whispering in her ear. “I love you.”
   “I love you too Bill” she replied and we kissed again.
   Sometime later we mounted the stairs going to our rooms.  I lay down that night still feeling the warmth of her lips and her body against mine and drifted into a deep sleep.

CHAPTER TWO
WILLIAM GARDINI

   Travis and I were long gone before most everyone was awake at Crest View.  We didn’t have far to drive.  Mr. Cordoloni was only a two-hour drive from the estate.  Old Malcolm drove that day.  Daniel the other chauffeur that normally drove us was away at Royal with his wife, Victoria’s maid.  With Malcolm driving the two hours would turn into three.  I didn’t mind I spent most of that time thinking of Tina and our conversation last night and Travis was no company.  He sat next to me being very quiet.  Something was on his mind.
   I could hardly wait for business to be finished at Mr. Cordoloni and return to Tina.  I was excited about it all and I was astonished by what I felt, but I would have to settle down. The business ahead at Mr. Cordoloni was very important.  I was the Steward for the Families, the Accountant and I took care of other things for them as well.  There would be thirteen Families and a meeting a day for each family and they were not going to be rushed through.  Usually, the entire morning was taken up for the first part of the meeting.
   We would have a buffet lunch and return to the meeting until the afternoon.  Afterward, everyone would retire until dinner, which was only the men.  Each Family we met with would stay at Mr. Cordoloni for the entire day leaving the next morning.  Mrs. Cordoloni usually did not appear as well as the other wives until all the meetings were finished and then the last evening was a Family dinner ball.
   As being Steward it was my responsibility to make sure the books were in order and if not it was my duty to make sure everyone got them in order. Usually, I had no problems. I admit I was very impatient when it came to the business and I didn’t like excuses or giving second chances. 
   We arrived at Mr. Cordoloni’s three hours later and he welcomed me as always, with respect.
   “Welcome William” he greeted me with a firm handshake.
   “Hello, Mr. Cordoloni.”
   “I’m sure everything has been well with you.”
   I nodded wanting to shout out that it was not only well but that I was engaged to Tina, Doc’s daughter who I was sure they all knew.
   “Mr. Balasco has arrived early and is waiting for us in the meeting room.”
   I followed Mr. Cordoloni in and Travis followed me.  As we entered the foyer to the meeting room together Mr. Cordoloni asked.
   “How is my God-daughter?”
   I smiled knowing he would ask.  He had become very fond of Victoria.
   “She’s doing well Mr. Cordoloni.  She and Alexander are at Royal.”
   “Good, and the children?”
   “Growing like weeds.”
   He laughed nodding his head.  I respected Mr. Cordoloni.  He was like a wise old owl, the last Don to watch over the family.  He knew where all the bodies were buried.  He knew all the secrets and he knew that I was not a Gardini but in fact a Marzonie.    Victoria, Alex and probably Miss Dollie also knew that secret, that I was a Marzonie.  We all decided to continue to let everyone believe that I was a Gardini, to keep Victoria safe and peace with the Bandini family. Mr. Cordoloni and Mrs. Cordoloni had no children and had only one God-child and that was Victoria, and he wanted her safe. 
   By noon we were through the first meeting.  I rested until dinner.  Travis who was always watchful was probably not resting but checking the grounds with the rest of Mr. Cordoloni’s security.  I slept a little that night, my thoughts going directly to Tina and those several kisses we shared.  I knew I should have asked her years ago. I always liked her and now I loved her.  I slid into a light sleep wondering what family jeweler I could get her engagement ring from.  Our fifth meeting was with Mr. Gino Russo who dealt in jewels.  I decided to use his business.  I would call ahead before he came and have him bring me some items to choose from.
   The next two meetings went without a hitch.  Ferrari and Ricci, they both had their books in order, up to date, and on schedule with payments, loans, and other monies.  However, the fourth Family had been taken over by Mr. Ettore Vitali’s son.  Mr. Vitali had died last spring and now Vitali Jr. was the head.
   I never like him much.  He was into himself thinking he was more than he was.  Because of my color, I suppose he thought he shouldn’t have to answer to me.  The first thing he did before our meeting was to slight me.  He came in and acknowledge Mr. Cordoloni and ignored me, no greeting, nothing.  Mr. Cordoloni raised an eyebrow and looked at me.  I only shook my head and smiled.  Then Mr. Cordoloni replied.
   “You know Mr. Gardini of course, our Steward?”
   “Yeah, sure” he replied still not looking my way.
   I took my seat paying him little attention.  Their books were in a disarray, with payments coming in sporadically and usually not the correct payment.
   “Mr. Cordoloni after papa died, I realized he had not kept good books.” Vatali Jr. replied.  “We will have to start over next year and—
   “Mr. Vitali” I interrupted him seeing he was a problem.  He came to make excuses and not respectfully, but begrudging not showing Mr. Cordoloni nor I respect for our station in the family.
   “You were not invited here to give us excuses.  Your father always had his books in order.  Now if something is out of order I expect that it’s of your doing.”
   “What did you say to me?” He thundered getting to his feet, turning to me in a rage and saying “I don’t take orders from a-
   I knew what was coming out of his mouth, I just stopped him before it did.  I hit him with a hard right cross to his jaw and I saw it jiggle as he fell to the floor, taking the water glass and pitcher with him.
   Travis and some other security men, Vitali’s included came bounding into the room.  Travis had quickly whipped out his weapon holding it on them.
   “Mr. Cordoloni what do you want me to do with him?”  I asked
   “Whatever is fitting.”
   I nodded and two of Mr. Cordoloni men came and took him out.  I turned to Vitali’s security and asked “Who can take over for him?” knowing he had no siblings.  He was Mr. Vitali's only son and every family knew he was an embarrassment and disappointment to him.
   “He has a cousin Mr. Gardini.  They are about the same age.  She knows the business and helped Mr. Vitali Sr. until he passed.”
   “She won’t have a vendetta against us because of Junior?”
   “No sir, he treated her and her mother poorly after Mr. Vitali died.”
   “What is her name?”
   “Sienna Barone”
   “Go back, tell her she is in control of Mr. Vitali holdings and she will be coming to the fall meeting.  Tell her Mr. Vitali’s slate is wiped clean.  She starts from scratch.  I hope you told me truthfully for your own good.”
   “Mr. Gardini, Sienna Barone is a good woman and fair.  She will not let you down.”
   I looked at Mr. Cordoloni then and he nodded.
   “You may go” I replied.  They left with Travis walking closely behind them.  He didn’t trust them and neither did I.  I didn’t know them.  
   The next meeting was with Mr. Gino Russo.  He was a funny, short man who was very humorous.  He brought the jewels I wanted to see right into the meeting.  We three spent the morning trying to pick a ring for Tina and not going over his books.  His books were always in order and I had only to glance at them.  However, picking a ring for Tina was not so easy.  Mr. Cordoloni, Mr. Russo and I went through the entire selection that he brought, while Travis looked on smiling at us amused.
   Mr. Cordoloni thought she would want something very fancy with many diamonds.  I wasn’t so sure about that one.  Tina was not into fancy things.  She wore warmup pants and Doc’s oversized tee-shirts mostly, with her hair roll into that tight ball.  If she wasn’t wearing that she was wearing her lab coat, pants, and those enormously thick lab shoes.  Not to mention those black thick-rimmed eyeglasses.
   Mr. Russo thought she would like the large gold band with three or four smaller diamonds engraved in it.  I thought she would like just a plain gold band.  I was sure she would love a conservative engagement ring.
   “Why don’t we get some help?” Mr. Cordoloni suggested “Travis will you ask one of my men to see if my wife is available and if so, tell her that I need her advice on something.”
   Travis left and we waited for Mrs. Cordoloni who came in fifteen minutes later smiling at us.  She was very beautiful and younger than Mr. Cordoloni by about ten years.  Her hair was pure black and pulled back from her face in a swirl of curls.  Her coloring was olive to match green eyes that sparkled. Her nose was small and dainty, with thin lips that were covered with rose-colored lipstick.  She wore pearl earrings and a pearl necklace, a beautiful white satin blouse, and a black floor-length skirt.
   “We are in a dilemma Romana.  William is shopping for an engagement and wedding band.”
   She turned to me, smiled and said. “I’m surprised, do I know the lady, William?”
   “I don’t know.  Her name is Tina Washington, Lester Washington’s daughter.”
   “Oh, I do know her.  Good choice young man.”
   She turned to Mr. Cordoloni and sat in a chair that he pulled up for her.  She looked over the selection for only a few minutes and then said.
   “I’m sure she will like this one.” She lifted it and handed to me.
It was lovely.  It was a large square diamond set in gold that trailed down to a silver band.  On each side of the diamond was set a colorful stone of mint green.
   “Instead of mint, it will be the color of her birthstone.  What month was Tina born, William?”
   “I believe it is October”
   She smiled and said, “That would be lovely, light rose.”
   I nodded thinking it would be.  I chose it with the matching wedding band.
   “I will have to order it Mr. Gardini.  It will take about four weeks.”
   “That will be fine.  Thank you, Mr. Russo, and thank you so very much Mrs. Cordoloni”
   “You are welcome, young man.  Mr. Cordoloni and I have been waiting for this for a while.  You need a wife.”
   I smiled thinking surely I did.  I wasn’t getting any younger.
   The remaining meetings went without a hitch.  Everyone had their books in order.  We ended up sending Vatali Jr. to Italy to stay.  It was better for him at least he was not dead.  With all the meetings over, the next evening was the dress ball and everyone we did business with would return with their wives to celebrate.
   I couldn’t wait for it to come and be over.  Then Travis and I would be on our way back to Crest View.  I wanted to see Tina, to hold her and kiss her.  She may often look like a tomboy, but underneath all that was a woman.
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