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I married Mario Curucillo with my eyes open, but the problem was that those eyes saw only the man I loved.  I knew that he was a criminal, and I even knew that he was a violent criminal – a killer.  He said that he had to be.  It was the family business.  He inherited it from his father, and I would bear him a son to hand it down to, and it was a business for men – men who were ready to kill.

I saw only the man I loved so I could be blind to everything else.  Sometimes I think that I made a huge mistake, but the truth is that I am attracted to powerful men, and he certainly basked in his power.  In his presence I was weak and submissive, but that is not my true character, it is just a reflection of his.

I am tough.  When Mario lay dead on the morgue slab, I was eight months pregnant.  I was distraught but I held it together.  I think being in the late stages of pregnancy even helped – when childbirth is near maternal instincts are powerful – you think always of your child.  It focuses the mind.

It seemed to me that the best protection for my baby was that he not be a boy.  The son that Mario wanted so much would grow to be a dead man walking, and follow his father to the grave, if he even got that far.  There were plenty who wanted the end to the family line.  So, it seemed to me that I had to deliver a daughter.  And that is how my son became Blake, and he was assumed to be female.

I chose the name because it could be either, and I told everybody that I had given birth to a girl.  That allowed me to take my child away, and to leave Mario’s business in the hands of people who were entrusted with it.  But it was still my livelihood.  I received an allowance for myself and “Mario’s little daughter”.  We had a beach house on Long Island, and I moved there.  I made a couple of appearances, and I dressed Blake in pink, but when we got home, I raised my son well away from the city and from his father’s business, as a boy.  I even enrolled him in school using my maiden name for his surname.

I think that there was only one occasion when I asked Blake to play a little game for me and pretend to be a girl.  He may have been around 10 years old.  He was very unhappy about it, but he agreed because he would do anything for me.  Even then I think that he understood that it was just him and me, and that we needed to look after one another.

I tried not to even understand what was going on with the business.  I continued to receive my money despite the leadership of the business changing over time.  Blake and I just tried to live our life away from all of that.

But he was of Mario’s blood, and as they say – blood will out.

Blake was 13 and looking forward to high school.  The fact is that I was looking to whether the local school would be suitable because there had been trouble in middle school.  Blake had been violent.  Other children had been hurt.  Mothers always worry about how their children will turn out, but to me he always seemed gentle and perfect.  But he was a problem.  There was something of his father in him.

There was another problem too.  There was a power struggle going on in the city.  People were asking about whether Mario had a successor.  Neither of his cousins who shared control of what he left behind carried the Curucillo name.  It would be simpler if Mario had left a son that the family interests could rally around.  In all the turmoil there was even some suggestion that the child I had given birth to might be male.  People wanted to know the truth.

I told Blake that we would need to go to the city for a while and that he would need to play the game we had played before and that meant that he would pretend to be a girl.  I had to parade my daughter in front of everybody.  They could see that his was Mario’s child, and she was a girl.

“Mom, I am not a kid anymore,” he said.  “I can’t play that game.”  He was very annoyed about the idea.

“Blake, you are right – you are not a kid anymore.  So you need to understand that this is not really a game at all.  This is a matter of life and death.  If we go to the city and they see Blake the boy, you are as good as dead, and I am in trouble for hiding you.  But if Blake the girl turns up, then we can just come back home here and live in peace like we have been doing.”

Blake did not want to die, and he did not want me to die either, so he was ready to do what he needed to do.  But I also think that he was ready to spend some time in the city, and maybe even meet some of the people who knew his father.  That was not my idea, but as I said to him, if there was any interaction then he needed to do a very good job of being female.  We could not afford to be found out.

Maybe I was lucky that Blake was a little late with puberty, but it was coming fast, and I knew that things would be even harder if I did not step in.  I was able to get some black market androgen blockers and have Blake go on those.  Initially I did not want to use female hormones at all, but I received advice that something is needed to maintain balance so I put Blake on those too.

I explained to him that these would not affect him long term.  When this was over the hormones would flush out of his body and he would go back to a male form.  He believed me, although I was not that certain.  Desperation can cloud thinking.

But as I explained to my son, the appearance of the body is the easy part.  He needed to learn new behaviors and they needed to become second nature.  Once I had pulled him out of school to deal with family issues, it was just him and me and intensive coaching.  He would be a girl 24/7 and if I saw any trace of boyish behavior I would call him out.  Sometimes I was guilty of shouting at him, but I had to get through to him that we were in mortal danger.

And we needed to treat him as female, and refer to him as “she” and “her” and so that is how I will refer to her from now on.

The first day after I took Blake out of school I took her to the salon and had hair extensions put in.  They were probably too long, but they served the purpose of getting his used to looking after his hair and arranging it every day.  When we were ready to go to the city I had the extensions taken out, and as the hair had grown there was enough for some curls and a very feminine style.  She had also learned about makeup, and for the trip I allowed her to wear mascara and lipstick.

It was clear that she was taking some pride in her appearance.  It was not just about getting her disguise perfect – she seemed to have learned that a woman needs to look right, and she spent time in front of the mirror to make sure that she did.

We took the train and we checked into the hotel that had been arranged for us, all expenses covered.  There was an occasion to explain our visit – it had been 20 years since  Mario had taken over the family business from his father, and in the absence of a true successor the date was observed every year.  Mario’s cousins Pat and Lou, were only custodians.

They had invited us for dinner and Blake and I dressed up.  I have to say that she looked very pretty with a jeweled clip in her hair and a red dress that showed off a developing chest.

“Tomorrow some of the people in the organization would like to pay their respects,” said Pat.  “If you are ready to do it then you can both come to the penthouse office tomorrow and we will have people come by.  Family will want to kiss your cheek, and others may want to kiss your hand, and some will just come to look.”

It was just what I wanted.  They needed to see me.  They needed to see my daughter.  They needed to see that there was no successor.  They would have to fight it out.

“Can the business continue with you both in charge?” I had to ask.  Everything seems to be doing well.”

“There are problems,” said Lou.  “We are just holding on, but our strength has always been the tradition of respect.  That tradition is dying.  The new breed wants everything, and will cast aside people like us in a heartbeat.”

“Cast aside” is one word for it.  I knew what he meant.  They were both uncomfortable.

“The young man with the mot influence is a guy called Milo,” said Pat.  “He is not even Italian.  He is Serbian, I think.  He is ruthless and ambitious.  He would like to meet you, maybe even tonight before we leave this restaurant.  I am sorry to say it but I think that it would be a good idea if you did.  Your income still comes from here, and if he does end up in charge, it would be wise to have him onside.”

I had been putting money aside, but I still needed the money, at least while Blake was dependent.

“Sure, we would love to meet him, wouldn’t we Honey?”

Blake just smiled, and said – “Sure”.  She pulled out a compact and smoothed an eyebrow.  She was doing so well.  I was proud of her.

They made a call and about an hour later, just as we were about to order the tiramisu, in walked Milo.

He was tall and lean, but seemed to have the body of an athlete under a bespoke tailored suit.  His hair was combed back to reveal all of his manly chiseled features, but it was his eyes that told the most about him.  They were bright blue and sparkled like diamonds, and seemed just as  hard.  There was something about those eyes that told you that he was a man who could kill without a thought.  Even as he smiled it was hard to not imagine him without his hands being around my throat, strangling the life out of me.

“Don’t get up,” he said.  “Allow me to join you for dessert.”

He took my hand and lifted it to his lips to kiss.  He seemed to sniff it first, like a predator trying to smell fear, or perhaps I am just imagining it.

“You must be Blake,” he said.  Somehow he was now holding her hand as if he had moved in a flash, and drawing it to his lips.  I could not see the look that he was giving her, but I supposed it was the same as he had given me, with its message of total power.  But what I could see was Blake’s face – it was as if a spell had been cast.

He sat with us through dessert.  He spoke to me about never having met Mario but admiring the organization that he had built.  He spoke about preserving his legacy, and how tradition and family were at the heart of Serbian culture just as they were so important for Italian Americans.  It was design to reassure me, but I was not reassured.

But as I glanced at Blake I could see that she was lapping up every word from his mouth as if it were syrup.  

He kissed us both on the cheek as he left.  Then Pat and Lou drove us back to the hotel.

“Oh my God,” said Blake.  “Isn’t Milo like the best looking man in the world?”

“I know the type,” I said.  “He is a killer.”  It was meant as a warning.

The following day we did our duty and stood in the office that Mario had once ruled his kingdom from, receiving the adoration of various gangsters as if we were the dowager queen and the princess.  It was all very strange but very necessary.

That day it seemed to me that Blake was as feminine as she had ever been, as if some switch had been flicked and she was now totally convincing.  I knew nothing about the message that Mlo had passed to her the previous evening.  He simply walked past her with others, but kissed her cheek as for family, and seemed to give her a special smile – a knowing smile.

It was when we got home that Blake suddenly announced that she was going out that night on a date with Milo.

He had slipped her his phone number and a short message during dessert at the restaurant the night before.  She had called him without telling me any of this.  Apparently, they had talked for some time.  He wanted to show her his favorite places in the city and take her for a nice meal.

“Blake, you’re only 14!”  The truth was that she easily looked much older, and with the makeup she had already applied for the evening she would pass for at least 18.

“Well I am going and that is all there is to it,” she said.  “He is coming around to pick me up quite soon.”  It was a look I recognized.  Just like her father, she was impossible to budge when her mind was fixed.  She added – “Mom, you know how important Milo could be to us.  I am looking after our interests by making friends with him.”

I decided that the best thing to do was to let it happen, but to contact Milo as a concerned mother.  I got his number from Pat.

“You need to understand that my daughter is only 14,” I said to him.  “I really shouldn’t be letting her go with you alone, but she doesn’t know anybody here, so I will trust you.  She is well below the age of consent and I don’t need to tell you what statutory rape is …”.

“You are being frank with me, so let me be frank with you,” came the voice over the phone, somehow just as threatening even without those eyes boring into me.  “I find your daughter beautiful and fascinating.  And she has the advantage of carrying the Curucillo name.  She could be very important to me, but that would be some years in the future, and would depend on her being will to accept me as a husband.”

I was horrified, even before the thought crossed my mind for the first time in the whole exchange – my daughter Blake was a boy!  This vicious mobster had no idea that he was about to head out on a date with a young man in women’s clothing.  The thought of this was terrifying.

But it seems that there was no stopping what was to come.  I spoke to Pat about it, but of course, I could not tell the whole story.  

“You have to trust your daughter,” he said.  “It seems to me that you have brought her up well.  Tell her to be careful.  Tell her that to let Milo go too far will only get him into trouble.”

It was unconvincing.  Milo was not a man who was afraid of prosecution.

Then she told me that it was love.  She came back from that evening having remained chaste but with stars in her eyes.

“But you are not a girl, Blake.  Are you telling me that you are gay?”  I tried to reason with her – to get her to snap out of this.

“No Mom.  I am not gay.  I am a girl in love with a guy.  I just have a small problem.”  She raised her skirt and giggled.

I must have been as white as a ghost.  That might be small, but the problem was a huge one.  And it was like we were hurling into he abyss, because she had arranged to spend the whole day with him on Saturday. 

Those few days in the city were agonizing, but that was when Blake came home.  It was when she didn’t come home that I broke down.  It seemed to me to be clear what had happened – that secret had been discovered and my child lay dead somewhere.  I called Pat and asked him to find my baby.  I still said that it was my daughter who was missing, last seem in the company of Milo.

“I will handle this,” he said.  I have to say that in imagining him up against Milo, there seemed no doubt in my mind that he would be the loser.

And then I received a call.  It was Milo.

“I am calling to tell you that your child is alive,” he said.  His voice sounded as cold as ice.  “When I found out, I lost control, which is something I am not proud of.  I took away those balls in anger, I admit it.  But when she screamed at me “good riddance” and showed me that she had no fear of me, I knew that she was something special – somebody that I needed to keep alive.  I took her to hospital.  She told them that she had done it to herself, and that I was her boyfriend saving her from bleeding out.  And so, I guess I realized that I was.”

“Where is she?” I said.  I was still digesting the news.  This monster had castrated my son.  But my daughter lived.

“She is safe,” he said.  “We are discussing reconstructive surgery, but your consent as her only parent is needed.”

“How can you reconstruct testicles?” I shouted at him.

“No, you misunderstand me,” he said.  “We want a vagina.  I want her, and she wants me, and we want a vagina.  I have plans, you see.  They necessarily include you, but that is no bad thing.”

I suddenly realized that my escape from this life had failed.  Like I said, blood will out.  It turned out that Blake was more like her father than I knew.  Now, years later, she and Milo are married run the toughest crime family in the city, and it is hard to tell which of them is more ruthless.

The End
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