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Chapter One

A New Beginning

◆◆◆

“Did you make love to Liam, Carla?”

Oh fuck, did you have to ask me that?

Now? Here?

Is there no boundary limit to sisterhood?

I bit my bottom lip and flushed scarlet red with burning cheeks. We didn’t have absolute privacy, but the fiery, passionate Italian girl in Bella cared little for discretion when among friends. My sister wouldn’t relent until I gave her something juicy, even though she pushed hard for absolute slutty.

I paused and glanced around to buy time while figuring out what juicy morsel from my pillow Bella would settle for.

“Umm, yes, we fooled around a bit.”

“Fooled around? Is that some New York code word for fucking?”

“Not quite, Bella.”

She flicked her head, clearing errant locks of hair from her face, blowing the remaining stubborn ones while feeding her joint between lipstick-smeared lips, puffing hard. It had been a long day for them while I dated Liam; everyone worked harder, so I felt indebted.

“Is Liam a good lover, then… at least tell me that, Carla?”

“Are you seriously asking?”

She leaned in conspiratorially as if that might make a difference to the steam coming off my revelation.

“You can tell me, Carla, because we are sisters and, as such, ought to share everything. Luca is a fantastic lover, by the way. Hence, I always assumed he was cheating on those nights away from my bed. Now, come on… spit it out.”

“Bella, come on, he’s sitting right there and can hear every word we’re saying.”

I cringed with embarrassment and pointed at Liam sitting outside the cafe. Margarita and Sam relentlessly interrogated my new boyfriend, wringing out every detail regarding our day-long date when the only period of time they were actually interested in was when we were alone in my apartment.

My sex life was also precisely what Bella probed robustly. She looked fit to burst into giggles at any moment, puffing on her menthol-flavored weed like a steam train burning coal at full speed. 

I reached out to her with my fingers, and she grinned, handing me her smoke to share.

I inhaled, and a mild menthol hit came first; then, my tension eased as the cannabis THC mood enhancer was absorbed into my bloodstream. I remembered heady, fun college days when weed smoking was a regular extra-curricular and essential of life and decided then and there to buy a small stash, minus the minty flavoring.

I glanced at Liam, who held his own with surprising aplomb under strenuous cross-examination and character assessment from my intrusive friends. I would hear their opinions in raw, girl-judgment form later.

As I studied him, taking in his corporeal characteristics, Liam felt like my boyfriend, although we were still a relatively unfamiliar couple. His semen swam freely inside me, the ultimate expression of lust wrapped around a growing kernel of love. He wooed me hard, which I felt was essential to grow an endearing attachment between us.

I smiled at Bella and stared at the floor, shaking my head gently in resignation before finally eyeballing her and laughing out loud because she wasn’t leaving our tête-à-tête without a substantial and adequately sordid answer.  

“We made love, and it felt wonderful… and, yes… Liam is an incredible lover, thoughtful, unselfish and beguiling. There… I kissed and told sister, are you happy now?”

He heard me.

I don’t care because it was all true.

“Hurrah… I am so pleased for you. Good girl, Carla. You have a boyfriend in the world’s most romantic city.”

“I have a boyfriend and a sister, both of whom will meet my mother at the same time in a little under forty-eight hours.”

“What a family reunion it will be, Carla. We shall agree on a dinner menu and have a private table to celebrate a well-lived life.”

“Just don’t debate New York pizza sauce with Americans, Bella.”

“Don’t worry, sister, I understand how to deal with tourists.”

Not these ones you don’t.

I took a few more draws on Bella’s joint, enjoying the tension-dissolving drug she was so obsessed with. My sister would need all the cannabis she could get in the coming days, possibly weeks, as she adapted to having a large American family fussing around her while waiting for her husband’s cancer results.

When Liam joined us, he kissed me longingly, purring into my ear, before linking his fingers through mine, smiling, mildly pleading to be rescued like a puppy being played with by a girl with ten meters of pink ribbon.

Oddly enough, it was Bella who came to his aid.

“Luca is alone at the Trattoria and intends to open a Chianti Classico Riserva. He might need help scribbling a set of notes if the wine is to be accepted onto our menu. Would you help him, Liam?”

“Thank you, Bella. Is that okay with you, Carla?”

“Of course, honey. I’ll hang out here and field questions about how good you were in bed unless you already let the cat out of the bag.”

“They got nothing out of me… did you ladies?”

My girlfriends shouted ‘No.’ Bella and I collapsed in a fit of giggles as Liam dashed away, looking relieved to have escaped a gaggle of women gossiping, comparing, probing, and doing what friends do together when they are all female and speaking about men.

My sister studied me with a steady, serious gaze while drawing from her joint. It was late, and a chill in the air made me shiver. Bella pointed after my new boyfriend, who had already reached the front door of her Trattoria.

“He respects you, Carla, and that is important.”

“Why do you say that?”

“If Liam has no regard for your opinion as a girlfriend, he will have less of a one for his wife. He asked for your permission, demonstrating that he is a considerate man.”

“I don’t want a puppy as a boyfriend, though.”

“Liam is no puppy, but I believe he is damaged.”

“How can you tell?”

“It’s apparent in his eyes. Tread cautiously, my dear.”

I stared up and saw the first few stars in our night sky appear. I knew Liam had grave issues, especially in recovering emotionally from a severe bereavement.

“How much should siblings share with each other, Bella?”

“I wondered the same thing today. I believe we will find our way, one step at a time. What is on your mind, dear sister?”

“Liam’s wife died in a car crash while pregnant, but months later, when handed her effects, he found a pre-natal paternity test that excluded him as the father.”

“Oh fuck!”

“Yeah… he is broken, Bella, but I don’t know in what way and how badly.”

“Liam would lack empathy if he could easily shelve that personal tragedy.”

“Not good, right?”

“Damaged or uncaring… either way, you begin with a man who needs fixing in the relationship. Is he worth it, Carla?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t hesitate because something about Liam suggested greatness I wanted to love. I had caught feelings for him, perhaps not as strongly as he had for me, but it was plenty to commit my exclusivity, put my best foot forward, and explore the possibilities of a longer-term relationship.

“I want to help you with Luca, Bella.”

“You do that already. Your contribution to our Trattoria is incredible. Sam is a great delight, and you have injected vitality and unity into our lives.”

“Let me know if you need anything from me, please.”

“My husband believes it is important to carry on as normal at work and, in our home, he wishes to mend our differences, get to know you and Liam and meet your mother. He is also worried about Angelo and his black eye.”

“Angelo is a lovely kid.”

“With a great future, just like his friend and lover.”

My mind went blank, and I stared at my sister in disbelief. I wasn’t sure what she was suggesting, but by the massive grin on her face, I was probably thinking in the right direction.

“Sebastien?”

“Of course, they are together.”

“I had no idea.”

“They are discrete about it, but I know young love when I see it.”

I nodded and grinned, feeling lifted that my two favorite co-workers had found each other and fallen in love. An obvious suspicion struck me that Angelo’s black eye might have been caused by a family member who disapproved of his sexuality.

I hope not.

“I must leave now, Bella.”

“To make more sweet love with Liam?”

“No… I’m researching some recipes from Mama’s notes. It’s hard to carve out time to study with so much going on.”

“Go, now… Luca will entertain your man while you enjoy all the time you need. They are probably talking disparagingly about how distracting and intimidating a gaggle of women gossiping can be.”

I kissed her cheeks and strolled back to Bella’s Trattoria, passing by Luca and Liam, explaining to my boyfriend that I needed an hour or more to shower and study.

My father’s suggestion that I should hone my culinary craft in Venice was sound, and I felt that sitting amid the most comprehensive culinary library in the city and ignoring it would be another error. I wanted to honor Jack Keady’s memory, taking on his challenge of soaking up his favored food and beloved romantic city.

I imagined my father looking down on us, two sisters, his children from different mothers.

Would you be proud of us, Dad?

Of course, you would.  

I sat on my bed, which hours ago had been an ecstatic battlefield of love and sex. A few tears rolled down my cheeks, not for sadness, but because an emotional hurricane had swept me up. I belonged at Trattoria Bella and knew that the vacuum I had most earnestly felt at Chez Judy’s was finally filled.

Thank you, Daddy.

I showered, lazing under the warm water until it ran out. My skin felt like silk when I diligently massaged in a rich shea body butter. Wearing a light satin negligee and sensible white cotton panties, I sat on a kitchen stool, poured a half glass of Montepulciano D’Ambruzzo, enjoyed its extensive tannins, and opened Mama’s first notebook.

By drinking standards, the inexpensive wine was very quaffable, becoming lavish when used in our standard reduction. Luca had recommended I try his secret weapon that helped the Trattoria turn a profit when purchased in bulk at a significant discount for use in cooking and as our house red.

I wanted to help Bella and Luca with the Trattoria, adding value to our kitchen Brigade’s efforts. I discovered a chapter in Mama’s cookery files volume one, Reconstituting Leftovers.

My darling Bella, a good cook, makes great food. A great cook leaves no waste. Here are some helpful tips:

1.  The best way to reheat noodles that haven't been tossed with sauce is to place them in a metal strainer and dip them into a pot of boiling water until they're warmed through, about 30 seconds. This will not only keep them from drying out—the quick hit of intense heat will also prevent them from getting mushy.

2.   If your leftover pasta has already been tossed in alfredo or meatball marinara sauce, put it into a shallow ovenproof dish, cover it with foil, and bake it at 350 F until just heated through, about 20 minutes. Remove the foil and sprinkle Parmesan in the last five minutes to make it viscous. Serve at lunch as a special or at any time for those you know to adhere to a frugal budget - we feed everyone, even those who cannot pay.

Please, sweet Bella, never use a microwave, or the sea will rise and consume our beloved city.

I was immersed entirely, as though drawn into an imaginary world by a great movie or book. I felt Mama and my father all around me, loving each other, living, and learning to cook together. Bella was here too, downstairs in person I heard my sister walking around her kitchen and in my apartment as an otherworldly presence.

Bella warned me that Luca wouldn’t reconstitute food on principle, but I believed somewhere in these notebooks was a secret to securing a greater profit.

When Liam knocked at the apartment door, I poured him a second glass of wine, expecting he would simply walk in.

“Come in… I left the door unlocked for you.”

“I wasn’t sure if I was allowed.”

“No problem, sweetheart… we’re in that early place of a relationship nobody ever understands.”

“Oh… umm, what does that mean, Carla?”

“Our love story is beginning, honey; we are its authors. Everything feels significant, and our concepts of each other and the love we feel have been hijacked by hormones and lust.”

“You sound mildly heart-rending, dear.”

I paused, lifted my glass, and tapped it to Liam’s, considering whether I was a wet blanket smothering love’s early flames. Liam became tense, a condition caused by not fully understanding what I meant, my fault, not his.

“I want our relationship to work, Liam.”

“Thank fuck for that. For a moment, I felt a little crushed and thought to look around for my suitcase already packed.”

“Which is precisely what I am talking about. I want you to be comfortable around me, not wrangling over what I say or obsessing about the precise words I use in a conversation. If you want to come and go here, I will give you a key. Should you wish to stroll naked around the apartment, do it, but be aware my sister visits frequently and whenever it pleases her.”

“So, I should help myself?”

“In every way, Liam… yes.”

“You want us to be ourselves?”

“Yes, and if misunderstandings creep in, we can discuss those and resolve any problems before they begin.”

He considered what I’d said, sipping and enjoying the house red. Liam’s expression softened, and his demeanor relaxed. My forthright nature was hard for some people to decipher, and I didn’t want that to cost us in love.

“The same applies to you, Carla. There should be no hiding questions or running away from them.”

“I agree entirely, Liam.”

“Are we exclusive then?”

“I am to you.”

“Me too, and I couldn’t feel happier about that.”

He swallowed a generous swig of wine, staring at the quarter glass remaining, surprised and impressed. When he checked the label, it meant nothing to him, and I laughed.

“This is better than the wine Luca is tasting at the Trattoria.”

“There is a twenty euro difference between the vintages.”

“This one is more expensive, I imagine?”

“Nope.”

“Wow.”

He pointed at Mama’s notebook, craning his neck to read the perfectly formed biro handwriting.

“Is that your secret recipe vault?”

“All books here belong to Bella now and her mother before that. These are Mama’s private notebooks, part journal but mostly recipes and good housekeeping advice.”

“Mama would be your father’s lover, right?”

“Yes… does it seem odd that I feel such intense love for Bella? Should I be jealous or upset about my father’s past life?”

“You are very civilized, adaptable, and wise, Carla. It’s something I love about you. I see you always looking for opportunities where others might accept failure.”

“I have a sister, and that feels priceless, Liam.”

“It probably is.”

After he showered, we finished the bottle of wine and went to bed, making love for hours, expending so much energy that I woke late for a run, leaving my beautiful lover sleeping.

When I pulled on my sweats and dashed outside, stretching off aching muscles, it surprised me when Bella and Luca appeared out of nowhere. My sister linked arms and dragged me along.

“We took an early walk. Will you join us at the fish market?”

“Of course.”

I figured Bella didn’t want her husband to struggle alone with the load and, by the ire written on Luca’s face when his wife split up the haul after paying a trader, giving him the lightest crate, he realized the same thing. They argued in Italian like a civil war between Rome and Florence had broken out, tossing heads, each periodically pausing to balance a crate on their knee to gesticulate wildly before moving along, but the two were love birds again by the time we reached their beloved Trattoria.

I saw Liam helping Margarita and Sam at the cafe, getting our breakfast table ready, serving passing trade who were desperate for a single or double slug of morning coffee. Bella nodded at each new customer and smiled while Luca, all business, raced on ahead to the Trattoria with his and Bella’s crate as if to prove a point.

“You see, Carla… you brought all of these people into our lives. Margarita never helped me until her lover rolled her out of bed. We never had passing trade at this hour; now everyone talks about the American sister of Bella at the Trattoria, her husband, his sister, and her American lesbian lover, and the customers come.”

“Why do the customers come?”

“We are what happiness looks like, and they want to be part of it.”

Luca returned from our kitchen, took my crate, scowled at Bella, and then quickly fled to the safety of the Trattoria, avoiding her retaliation. She looked at me slightly awkwardly.

“He feels I am molly-coddling him.”

“You must, for both of your sakes.”

“That is what I said.”

“You should drag him to breakfast at the cafe.”

“Luca is in his morning process now, Carla. Jerking him from that would tear his world apart, triggering mild autism.”

“Will I see you at breakfast?”

“Not today, sweetheart. As a special treat, I will scramble eggs with smoked salmon from Scotland and feed my husband.”

When my sister walked away, I felt wistful and glanced around our Piazza Bella. My life felt like an Aperitivo, a drink or small plate of food that promised great things yet to come.

My heart was lifted, but deep down, a tiny pain throbbed for the sum of all my fears and the things that might go wrong.

Help me, Daddy.

Suddenly, the sun cleared the highest roof around our Piazza, bathing everywhere in beautiful light. I felt an intense warmth that tingled in every muscle, rejuvenating and invigorating me.

I chuckled, feeling victorious, turning around and walking to the cafe where Liam, Sam, and Margarita served us perfectly poached eggs on Bella’s special toasted wholemeal sourdough.

Sam held out a hand to me, kissing my cheeks and nodding at my boyfriend.

“Have you explained about Percy Jackson to Liam?”

“Not yet.”

“Should I do it for you?”

“No!”


Chapter Two

Hard Work In The Kitchen

◆◆◆

Liam stepped out of the shower before me, lifting a couple of fluffy towels and holding mine until I wiped off as much water from my naked body as possible. He eyed me, not in a lewd manner, instead as though I were someone he held in high regard.

“You are a beautiful woman, Carla.”

“You are a gorgeous man and one I would love to bed rather than leave here and go to work.”

“I noticed you are intense when lovemaking.”

“That’s because of you, Liam. You bring out the best in me… ever since a sandwich on an airplane that you know you desperately wanted.”

He grinned and pointed at my breasts.

“I desperately wanted those, too, right?”

“Yes.”

Liam had noticed my solid red nipples that engorged partly because of the switch between hot water and cold air when I stepped out of the shower but mostly because I deeply desired him. He was the finest sexual being I’d made love to, always teasing, kissing slowly, softly, and lovingly, never rushing.

He squinted at me, grinning with such intensity it lifted and aroused me.

“Do you want me right now, Miss Keady?”

“Yes.”

“It’s nice to know.”

“Do you enjoy my vulnerability then?”

“I never see you as vulnerable, but it is good to know you want me as much as I desire you. I realize love is young, and I might feel more overwhelmed than you do, but it’s good we are on the same path, albeit I’m traveling more quickly along it than you are.”

“I’ll catch you up, honey.”

Liam was toweled dry and ready to get dressed long before me, so he stepped out of the bathroom, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I considered his wisdom while applying creams and lotions before raking my long, wet hair through a broad comb. I would allow the warm air to dry my locks, which were already protected by a leave-in conditioner. It wasn’t ideal, but it was far better than a blow dryer when I was a little rushed.

When I joined Liam in the kitchen, he had brewed two double espressos using a stovetop coffee pot. I sipped mine and enjoyed chilled water because my drink was a bit strong and bitter.

“Try a pinch of salt to cut the bitterness next time, honey.”

“Seriously? Salt?”

“You can’t taste it aside from getting a more mellow flavor from the coffee.”

“Ahh, okay. Perhaps a couple of turns of a salt grinder over your head, when you become scathing, might help me enjoy my girlfriend in a permanently mellow state.”

“You can try making me more salty, but kisses and your love work better.”

I forced Liam’s knees wide apart and turned him on the circular kitchen stool so I could step inside his legs and enjoy my gorgeous, powerful, and loving man. His lips yielded softly, and I tasted a slight mintiness in his breath, a remnant of brushing his teeth and not rinsing thoroughly. It was a foible and one I liked about him, illustrating that we were imperfect but content to accept that about one another.

“What is Sarah Keady like, Carla? Are we talking about a matriarchal battleaxe here or a loving family hub of a woman?”

“You shouldn’t worry, Liam. Mom will like you, I am sure.”

“Will I like her, though?”

“You like me, right?”

“I didn’t much care for you the first time we met, but I’ll admit you grew on me, especially after you raped me.”

“I kissed you one time out of pity while you slept.”

I slapped his thigh playfully, stomping my feet and pouting. Liam hushed me with a finger to my lips, winking while he smiled beautifully, gazing deep into my eyes.

“A stolen kiss must be returned with interest, so pay up, Carla Keady. Cupid’s banker is in residence.”

I reached forward, then paused my lips millimeters from his, hoping he could taste the ethereal idea of his girlfriend, even if not the real thing. He whimpered, desperate that I close in and return what was due, so I did, pressing my sticky, warm lips to his, flickering my tongue inside his mouth.

When I retreated, Liam looked content, and a debt, or at least a stolen kiss, was repaid in full. I slipped on my chef’s whites over a plain cotton panty and bra set, twirling my damp hair and pinning it into a bun.

“Perhaps you’ll try harder with my Mom than you did with me.”

“Does she make better sandwiches than you, or is she salty too?”

“Mother Keady is gonna love you just as you are!”

When he stood to run and escape, I slapped his bare ass, enjoying a loving banter. Liam was worried about meeting my mother. Who wouldn’t be concerned? I was worried because I hadn’t seen Mom in a while and because introducing her to Dad’s other daughter from another true love felt like a prelude to something that might turn bad.

I looked into my boyfriend’s eyes, needing to apologize and set a fresh direction for us.

“Sarah Keady is an incredible woman, and you, Liam, are an amazing man. My mother will love you. I have Dad’s cantankerous nature; by contrast, Mom is an angel, and if I hurt or upset you along the way, I sincerely apologize.

“Don’t worry. I’m very tough, and you are absolutely worth it.”

We had twenty-four hours before the Keady clan arrived at Piazza Bella. Liam had arranged a luxurious, traditional wooden panel water taxi for a large group, including him, Sam, me, Bella, and Luca. My sister insisted that oysters and a chilled chardonnay should be packed in the boat as the proper way to greet beloved family. I went along with it, knowing her kindness would immediately ensure my mother fell in love with my sister.

After a lingering, fond farewell with Liam, I ran downstairs and met Anglelo and Sebastien at the back of Bella’s Trattoria. Both looked smart and snapped to attention when I arrived. They were around ten years younger than me and every bit the sons I wished to have for myself someday, maybe with Liam.

“You look fabulous today, guys.”

“Everyone knows tomorrow is a big day, Chef. We are ready.”

“Do you mean because my mother is coming?”

“Yes, chef, of course. Chef Luca has asked us to bone out a pork shoulder after our shift for slow roasting over charcoal tomorrow.”

“What are you stuffing it with?”

“We have a new take on a porchetta.”

“Your innovation?”

“Yes, chef.”

“I’m proud of you both… let me know if I can help, and talk me through the recipe when you are done so I can understand it. Oh… also, note all your recipes from now on because they will become a treasure.”

“Yes, chef.”

They both worked hard and were decent young men who deserved all the respect Luca gave them. When I walked through the back door of our kitchen behind them, I saw an affectionate glance from our head chef before he stopped what he was doing, strolled over, and hugged our young apprentices.

“You have passed your inspection with our sous chef, boys?”

“Yes, chef.”

“Then it begins. Let us make some magic together.”

By lunchtime, the restaurant became manic because our dining room was crammed full. I took a short break out front, sitting in the Piazza on a bench out of the shade, and saw Bella explaining to customers at the cafe why they couldn’t order from the menu at her Trattoria.

She joined me, looking tired but grinning from ear to ear, having mollified an angry tourist.

“Why are we so busy, Bella?”

“News has traveled; as I said before, our Trattoria is a story of love, our sisterhood, and my husband’s illness. We have captured everyone’s romantic inclination.”

“That doesn’t explain why the tourists come to eat.”

“It does when you consider every concierge, gondola owner, and tour guide positively gossips about us.”

“Then we need more capacity.”

“Carla… I know you have wonderful ideas, but Mama’s cooking style will upset Luca, and I cannot do that to him.”

“She served simple, peasant food, consuming every leftover. Isn’t that what Italian cuisine is all about?”

“Luca likes innovation and a certain explosive theatre. It keeps the tourists coming back.”

“What about using the cafe to serve food as the tourist suggested? We could serve Mama’s traditional food there, cooking in the main kitchen and carrying it across the piazza; perhaps we could run a hotplate style at the cafe.”

“Fuck! Do you want Luca to have a heart attack?”

She face-planted, laughing heartily. I knew Bella agreed with me, but her concern for Luca, especially given the circumstances, overrode every other matter, as it rightly should. 

“You own both establishments, Bella. One is half full; the other has a queue at the door. It doesn’t make any sense. Think about the two as a single set of potential covers.”

“Okay… I will back you when you take this to Luca, but please pick your moment carefully. I trust you to do the right thing, Carla, not because we are sisters but because you are the only sous chef my husband ever respected.”

“Why won’t you speak to him?”

“The kitchen is my husband’s domain, and you are his Lieutenant. It is right for you and him to debate these matters together. I am respectful of him and you in this regard.”

“You are as good a cook as Luca is.”

“Better, actually.”

“You’d better not let him hear you say that.”

She chuckled, and I did, too. There wouldn’t be much to choose between them, but clearly, Bella and Luca had different styles, one with sizzling modern Michelin Star panache, the other, a traditional Italian girl who learned from her mother how to be frugal and feed a village who earned minimum wage every day.

“It’s not really about who is a better cook, sister. Giving control over the kitchen to Luca was my gift to him. No matter how much we argued, I never took that away from him, nor shall I ever do it. My mind is with you, but if my husband says no, then no, it is.”

I was in a quandary that couldn’t be solved by shooting from the hip and ramming my opinion down Luca’s throat. He must see for himself that opportunity beckoned amid a crisis. His health, mental, physical, and otherwise, was all our concern, so now was no time for quarreling or proposing monumental change.

Our family meal between lunch and dinner service felt subdued and as though it were a mission to consume maximum calories washed down with water because everyone looked exhausted with their minds on more prep necessary for an overfull dining room.

Outside, while I drew a breath before the next onslaught, Bella delivered me a small bag of unflavored weed, also sharing her joint. Luca joined us and grinned at me, enjoying being in the trenches.

“You looked stronger today at the pass, Luca.”

“I will fully recover, Carla, but I don’t wish to tempt fate or disappoint my wife.”

He smiled weakly at his wife, and I saw a sudden, frightening tiredness sweep across his face right before his knees buckled. Bella dipped underneath Luca’s shoulder, heaved upwards, and held him aloft with utter devotion etched into every tired wrinkle on her face.

“I’ll be okay, Bella.”

“I know you will, sweetheart. Lean on me for a moment, is all.”

She continued talking as though Luca’s exhaustion was no big deal, and I knew why. Bella didn’t want him to feel molly-coddled, a fear she shared with me in the morning. I wanted to cry when she guided him to the canal wall at the back of our kitchen, sitting beside her husband, holding hands, offering him a puff on her joint.

I was horrified when my mind’s eye saw my sister sitting there alone a year from now, and a dam burst inside me when tears rolled down my cheeks, and I sobbed.

“Come to me, Carla, my dear sister.”

With one arm wrapped around her husband’s slumped shoulders, she held me gently around the neck as I bowed my head into hers.

“We are together… family united in all things. I will rest with my husband now. Can you cope alone, Carla?”

“No, she cannot, Bella. We are too busy.”

“Come, husband, let’s rest for two hours and return in time for service.”

“It is too much to ask of my already overworked sous chef.”

“Is it so much of a favor to ask your sister-in-law?”

Luca stared at his wife, then glanced at me and saw my tears. He wrapped an arm around my neck, dragged my forehead to his, and whispered hoarsely.

“Can you cope, sister?”

“Of course, Luca.”

“Do you promise to change nothing about my kitchen?”

“I won’t.”

“No peasant food will be on the menu by the time I return, then?”

“I promise.”

He grinned, and I saw the strong man deep inside, fighting the cure the doctors pumped into him. Luca reeled from a course of treatment that had ravaged him, and I wasn’t sure he should be working at all. My boss’s problem was, as with many cancer patients, that if the disease didn’t kill you, the cure might, and even if you survived, recovery was excruciatingly slow.

“I know you want to make changes to our menu, Carla. It is written all over your face, and I see you enjoying Mama’s books. She cooked traditionally.”

“Change will not happen now and never without your blessing, Chef. These discussions can wait.”

“We will meet on this soon because I understand Bella’s Trattoria is changing, and so must I. You are my favorite sous chef. Perhaps we shall do brisket after all.”

“You hated all of the other sous chefs.”

“Okay… forget being a sous chef - you are my friend and colleague on a culinary journey. I want to take the next steps with you, my wife, and Mama.”

Luca stood up unaided, offered a hand to Bella, and they went upstairs for a well-earned rest. I noticed Sebastien hovering at the back door and his terrified smile when our head chef passed by, so I beckoned him over, and we hugged.

“Our boss looks sick, chef.”

“Our head chef is sick, but he is strong and will recover soon. All sorts of horrible shit was pumped into his body, and he was bombarded with radiation.”

“Will he be okay, Chef Carla?”

“I am certain of it, honey.”

During prep, I felt surrounded by a battalion of soldiers all pulling in the same direction, fighting for each other. Our work was completed when Luca returned, and all hands stood beside their stations in a respectful silence, ready for service, grinning from ear to ear. On her way through the kitchen, Bella slipped by the pass, leaving her husband to command his troops. She headed into the dining room, ready to open the front door and welcome our guests.

A twinkle of a life well lived had returned to Luca’s eyes, and I noticed a healthy smile on Bella’s face, too. The power of their relationship overwhelmed me, and I vowed to offer Liam the same solidity in my resolve and through the gift of love as far as I could give it.

Service went exceptionally well, but the queue outside Bella’s meant our menu options diminished almost to nothing by the end of our shift. When we rested outside the back of our kitchen after cleaning down, Luca joined us and laughed, flicking Sebastien’s leg with a drying towel before hugging the frightened young man and kissing the top of his head.

“My friends, we shall review new menus with our fabulous sous chef, Carla, in a few days. She brings Mama’s genius into play.”

He looked at me, nodding his head. I knew Luca would have concerns because the food I proposed to make would detract from the Michelin Star madness that we, like many others, pursued for reasons of ego, love, and stubbornness.

I was pleased Luca was open to the conversation.

When I crawled upstairs, feeling exhausted, Liam was sitting on a kitchen stool with our new favorite wine uncorked, two empty glasses standing by, and a small gift that was wrapped.

“Is that for me?”

“Do I love anyone else?”

“I hope not.”

I unwrapped a bar of soap and placed its corner edge close to my nose, inhaling.

“I love soap, Liam.”

“I know.”

“This is Godet parfumerie soap.”

“I know, Almiscar, to be exact. Enriched with organic avocado oil, olive oil, and coconut oil.”

“What drew you to this?”

“I wanted to buy you something that had meaning. The richness of those ingredients and how they combine in your kitchen bring me into your life.”

“Oh, you fucking well rehearsed that, Liam, you bitch.”

“I would be your bitch should you wish it.”

“I’m yours right now, boyfriend. After we enjoy that wine, your cock is getting sucked big time.”

“In which case, the soap was worth it.”

“I’m anyone’s for twenty-five euros, Liam.”

He kissed me, and my strength was renewed. Any doubts I may have had about his deceased wife being a challenge to our relationship vanished because only a man in love could have spent twenty-five euros on a bar of soap, knowing it was exactly the gift that would lift my soul.

After I showered, he poured our wine, and I leaned into him while he sat on a kitchen stool. Liam massaged my shoulders, rolling the muscles and ligaments that ached. He took his time and focused on my pleasure, not his, while I frequently sipped a very quaffable wine selected by a genius head chef.

“Why didn’t you drink alone, Liam?”

“You and Venice have changed me.”

“In what way?”

“I want to be a better man for you and the children I imagine we will share one day.”

My heart fluttered, and I realized no man had ever said such a thing to me. My feelings aligned with Liam’s, and I was suddenly sure of myself.

“You make me want to be a better woman too.”

“Are you serious, Carla Keady?”

“Yes, sweetheart… you are a fine teacher, and I have learned much from you. I love myself, but until I caved in and raped you, I was a miserable and misunderstood girl.”

“Do I please you?”

“I feel whole when we are together. I am catching up with you, Liam, but I have old trust issues that are difficult to shed.”

“Do you have trust issues about me?”

“No… trust about me. I rush to judgment and rise far too quickly to a fight.”

“I love that about you, Carla.”

I sipped wine, letting the nectar’s ancient tannins speak to me while I mulled our conversation. I felt so much love for the man who bought me a soap bar for reasons that most people would never understand. Liam was a giant of a man, strong of heart, pure and true.

“I love you, Liam.”

“How do you know?”

“I was frightful to you on the flight here, but you saw the best in me. How could I not love a man who always cheers for me so enthusiastically.”

“I love you too, Carla Keady, but something worries me.”

“Pray do tell?”

“If I add a turn of the salt grinder to your espresso, will you become more salty?”

“I may have to wash your mouth with soap, Liam.”

“Only using the parts of your body that have been lathered with it, my dear.”

He flicked through pages of Mama’s notebooks while I turned and leaned into him, eventually dozing in my lover’s arms. When he heard me snoring, Liam re-corked our bottle, then lifted and cradled me to bed.

As I lay on the bed staring up at him, I giggled.

“I’m too tired to suck your cock, honey.”

“I’m happy if we spoon, Carla.”

“Said no man ever.”

“Said me right now.”

“Why did you read Mama’s recipe and journal books?”

“To understand you better, Carla.”

“Oh, you fucking well rehearsed that too, bitch.”

“Maybe… but only a little.” 


Chapter Three

The Reunion

◆◆◆

I woke early and enjoyed a morning run. Even slipping on my Nike running shoes and tying their laces felt exciting because, for the next half an hour or so, it was just me and the streets of Venice.

When I reached the waterfront areas, a stiff breeze felt chilly, but early azure skies and a glorious, ruddy sunrise on the horizon threatened a pleasant fall day.

I needed a time-out to clear all thoughts before other priorities would beg my full attention, all in preparation for the arrival of my mother, two uncles, an aunt, and three cousins.

A delegation of seven pilgrims had left our home city, New York, bound for a remarkable Trattoria in Venice to meet the newest member of our family. My folks would also be pleased to see me, but the main event for the Keady clan visit was my sister, Bella.

I felt nervous about the great family gathering, but my feet pounding Venetian streets, romantic piazza, and the harbor area grounded me in life, provoking my catharsis before tourists and even the city workers woke up. 

As each foot planted on the hard ground at metronomic-like regularity, my body and mind released all emotional and mindful negative energy. Every kick forward propelled me onward like a life-positive metaphor, purging my soul while strengthening every muscle.

It seemed proper to be an early riser, taking advantage of the calm before a tumultuous storm of activity. My heart thumped rhythmically, in tune with Mother Nature, while both arms pumped piston-like, up and down, moving perfectly in sync with my stride, driving a forty-nine-kilo powerhouse forward.

“Ahh, sei bellissima, good morning sweetness; how are you, my dear.”

I barely heard him above my music and initially ignored the voice, writing it off as a guy complimenting and greeting someone else. Unfortunately, I was soon halted by a tall barrier of precariously stacked wine cases and crates of food with pallet-bound drink supplies all strewn across the path between a boat unloading and a restaurant I’d forgotten all about.

I spud around, removed my buds, smiled, and pointed at the guy who cheekily complimented me while he sat lazing on a chair, enjoying an espresso while taking a break.

“Salvatore… I’d forgotten all about you.”

“I think not, sweet Carla. You have been preoccupied with work, is all. When in the comfort of your bed, you think of me often, I am sure.”

“I have a wonderful new boyfriend who you should meet.”

He curled down his lips, pouting, rubbing one eye with the corner of a fist while clutching his heart, feigning heartbreak. I couldn’t help laughing at his cute comic broken man pose, but I was pressed for time, so I waved at the barrier in front.

“Are you too broken-hearted to let me pass, Salvatore?”

“I am shocked to hear about this usurper who has come between us, Carla.”

“Why is my boyfriend any of your business?”

“In a city such as ours, with a marketplace full of prime, beautiful Italian men, you have ignored all local produce and shopped for something from your own country using Amazon, is it?”

“Liam isn’t… - hold on, how do you know so much about my romance?”

He looked mildly caught out, gesticulated, and mumbled indecipherable Italian while thinking of what to say. 

“I gossip to some people, everyone else gossips, I hear things, and now, here we are… I am a local, beautiful man and free of any cost or taxes right now, also available for immediate Amazon Prime delivery.”

“Amazon Prime includes free delivery, Salvatore. That means you are completely free.”

“It’s better than being cheap.”

“You know what they say about the gift that is given for free, don’t you, honey?”

“No.”

“It has no value.”

“Oh, my dear, Carla… you are a bit caustic this morning. That was mean-spirited.”

“Maybe… now, can I pass through, please, Salvatore? I am busy.”

I placed my hands on both hips, doing my best to look imposing, regretting it immediately because I’d worn yoga pants and knew my local Lothario was staring right at a camel toe I’d rather he didn’t admire.

“Go through the restaurant, turn first right, straight ahead, through a door into the yard, turn right again, and you’ll come out about twenty meters further down.”

“Thank you.”

He waved casually, suddenly disinterested in me, returning to his phone and the utter laziness of a man with few cares. I spun on my heels and headed indoors, walking slowly because the dining room was dimly lit and crowded with tables and chairs.

Salvatore’s family restaurant fed local people honest food, and a rich, enticing smell wafted from the kitchen. I was instinctively drawn there and to the lazy playboy’s mother, who grinned and beckoned me into her hallowed theatre of dreams.

“I knew your father well.”

“How do you know me?”

“You are Carla, the American chef at Trattoria Bella’s, right?”

“Yes.”

“I am Renata, mother of the man chasing after you.”

“Salvatore?”

“He’s a good boy but not recommended as husband material.”

I giggled because only an honest Italian mother who loved her son dearly could push his love prospect away, warning her about him. She wanted her son to be happy and knew a decent, honest wife couldn’t achieve that state of pleasure for him.

“The gossipers say you are a girl returning to her cooking roots. I knew that already because this is where your father, Jack Keady, learned his craft.”

“Here in your restaurant?”

“He came here for some extra training. Jack Keady was the great love of Matilde, Bella’s mother. She taught him how to cook in the old style, and he came here often to practice with me and learn different techniques.”

“Why?”

“We used to do it this way: swap apprentices between kitchens to give them a better experience.”

“What was my father like?”

She reached into a fridge and brought out a jug of fresh orange, pouring two glasses and handing me one.

“You might as well refresh yourself. Your run is ruined by my son’s laziness now. He won’t clear that path until the police kick his ass.”

“Will they come for something like that?”

“They will when I call them.”

“You mentioned about my Dad.”

“Jack Keady had the eye for every ingredient, Carla. It was fun to follow him in the market because he could pick out the freshest sea urchin, most spicy onion, and all the best herbs by sight and smell. He had the magic touch that Matilde shared.”

“I know Dad was a great cook, but not that he had so much knowledge about food.”

“Jack knew instinctively how to cook any recipe. It was in his blood, and Bella says it is in yours.”

“Did you like my father?”

“Yes, very much. We became great friends, but he didn’t want me the same way as Matilde.”

“Oh.”

“I was unmarried and had a crush on your father. Most girls around here liked Jack. He was a real gentleman, handsome and honest, too.”

“What do you mean honest?”

“He was faithful to Matilde despite some girls throwing themselves at him. Whoever your mother is, she must be some incredible woman to keep Jack Keady from returning here.”

“He met my mother in London after finishing here.”

“Jack Keady always promised he would return to Venice for his true love, but I guess he found someone better for him in your Mama.”

She squinted and peered into the distance, then began shouting through the dining room, checking on her son’s progress, my cue to leave. Renata marched off in hot pursuit when he didn’t answer while I slipped out the way Salvatore had indicated.

I jogged uncomfortably because the orange juice sloshed uneasily on an otherwise empty stomach. I mulled over what Renata had told me about my father and wondered, curiously, rather than in any pernicious sense, how my life fortunes might have fared had Matilde held on to what she had.

As a trillion to one shot to become alive, had Jack spent one day longer in Venice with Matilde, my existence might have been erased.

When I arrived at the cafe to help set up, Bella walked backward on an intersecting course, shouting at the Trattoria to a husband who waved his dishcloth like a white flag.

“Yeah… you’ll surrender now, Luca, but I’ll thrash you later, baby.”

“Oh yes, please.”

He turned, bent over, and pointed his ass high, pretending to spank it. Bella waved a dismissive hand, burst into laughter, spun around, and then ran over to hug me.

“Good morning, sister. I missed you.”

“Good morning, Bella, likewise… what was all that shouting about?”

“My husband snuck out of our bed at 4 a.m., despite my strict instructions not to.”

“What for?”

“He is cooking a long, slow-braised beef brisket recipe from Mama’s recipe books. It is a tribute to two sisters, a new mother, and our shared family.”

We strolled arm in arm the rest of the way to the Cafe and began carrying chairs and tables, setting them out. I noticed a lengthy queue at the service counter. Sam looked over, grinned, and waved at me amid rising steam everywhere, enjoying being busy. 

“Luca is cooking brisket, now?”

“Yes, I know it is a cute thing for him to do, but he should rest.”

“How is he feeling?”

“As strong as a bull and twice as virile.”

She stopped, frowned, placed a chair down, and glanced at me, squirming as though a cat was let out of a bag. I understood immediately, and she stamped a foot because her secret was out.

Bella clasped a hand to her mouth, giggling, smoothing her stomach.

“Are you trying to get pregnant?”

“Yes, we are.”

“Jesus, Bella.”

“Luca agrees that we must do it right away. It is time to move on with life and love regardless of the time we have left or possible consequences.”

I was stunned into silence and had no idea what I felt for a hard minute. Life had been so tenuous since Luca’s announcement of illness, and I hadn’t imagined long-term plans like a baby were possible.

Somewhere deep inside me, I rejoiced, and that voice wafted away any trepidation I felt for Luca’s health.

“I think it’s the right thing to do, Bella.” 

“His doctor says Luca’s treatment might have damaged his sperm count, but not permanently or completely, so we want to try.”

“What if-.”

“My husband dies?”

“Yes… sorry, Bella, but I have to ask.”

“Then I will raise our child alone if necessary. Luca and I discussed this at length, and he wants me to move on in the worst-case scenario. I could be pious and say I would not, but at my age, there is more life to live and love to give.”

I saw tears in her eyes at the idea of losing Luca, so I hugged her tightly.

“Whatever happens, I will stand with you, Bella.”

“I am thinking of all these awful things, Carla, and it upsets me so much.”

“There is no harm in what you and Luca are planning. A baby is always a blessing, honey.”

“Do you think so?”

“You love Luca, and he loves you… your choice is the right one. After all, your Mom loved you after our father left here, and she did fine raising an okay chef.”

“Okay, chef?”

“More than okay… okay?”

“We’ll revisit this later, Carla.”

Her logic was on point, as was mine, but it felt upsetting to discuss a baby in anything other than a positive light, given the pressure Bella and Luca were under. Thinking about losing her husband hurt my sister more than the words coming from her mouth seemed to.

Undoubtedly, should Luca be lost to us, my sister would mourn, but after a few years, she would tire of being sad and move on, always with a permanent reminder of her first true love in a beautiful child.

“Whatever Luca’s health outcome, you are giving him the chance to send his DNA into the future as a continuing part of the human story. That cannot ever be a bad thing, Bella; it just sounds harsh to those who cannot fathom what you two are going through.”

“I am comforted that you brought up our father in the same way because he, Mama, and I are in a similar situation, minus an illness. But for his slight steer in another direction, one or both of us might never existed.”

“I had the same thought while out running this morning.”

“You know those yoga pants give you a gorgeous camel toe, right?”

“Yeah… it’s time to reserve them for indoor home use and Liam’s exclusive viewing pleasure.”

“Are things going well in that regard, sister?”

Bella’s face brightened up, and she wiped her tears away with a tissue kept in a pouch on the canvas belt that carried her notepad, pen, paper, and coin money. In that bottomless receptacle, my sister kept a collection of handy bits and pieces, including a sewing needle, black cotton thread, and paperclips.

“I love Liam.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah… I do. Love hit me like a bullet train last night, and we didn’t even make love because I was tired. He is perfect for me.”

“He doesn’t take your shit, then?”

“No, he doesn’t, but Liam talks, listens, is respectful, and has a fun outlook on life.”

Bella leaned on a table and lit a joint because our work was done. Thankfully, she’d closed off a section of the Trattoria, preparing it for our family event later. Fewer diners also meant we could breathe and enjoy a puff on her wacky backy.

We sat around our breakfast table, smoking and drinking coffee. I was surprised when Sam and Margarita joined us without bringing food and looked inside to see if the daytime staff were serving us.

A loud voice echoed around the piazza, surprising me.

“Breakfast will be served in three minutes, ladies.”

Luca shouted over from the Trattoria, announcing our food would arrive soon, bowing profoundly and cracking his tea towel like a whip. I looked at Bella, surprised by the change in our morning ritual.

“Luca insisted on cooking our breakfast. He calls this “Sister’s Day,” which is usually celebrated in August, but this year it is today, and only here at our Trattoria.”

“What are we eating?”

“Eggs in Purgatory.”

With a furrowed brow and half-closed eyes, I stared at my sister, reminding myself of an Amalfi Coast favorite brunch. Bella looked away, pursing her lips, desperately trying not to laugh.

“Come on, Carla, impress me with your encyclopedic knowledge.”

“Soft-cooked eggs simmered in a robust tomato sauce flavored with garlic, herbs, and red pepper flakes?”

“You have consumed Mama’s books, Carla; well done.”

“Luca is so fucking romantic, Bella. He’s cooking your Mom’s favorite breakfast for you.”

“For all of us, sweet sister. Speaking of romance, here comes Liam bearing gifts.”

When my boyfriend arrived at the table, he handed a single rose to Bella, another to Margarita, and one more to Sam, blowing each girl a kiss that was returned ten-fold just by the twinkle of delight in each one’s eyes.

When Liam kneeled and stared into my eyes, my heart skipped a beat because I saw everlasting love burning in his eyes and a speckled scarlet hue on his cheeks.

Liam presented me with the most beautiful dozen rose bouquet, beautifully tied with white ribbon and wrapped in cellophane to protect the stems.

“These are beautiful, Liam.”

“A token of my undying love.”

“I love you too, boyfriend.”

“I selected each flower from the market and tied this bouquet myself.”

“How did you do that?”

“My mother taught me. She owned a florist store for thirty years. When it comes to roses, I can pick them. These are called Rosa Darcey Bussell.”

The fact Liam took the time to hand pick and dress roses he knew the name of made his floral gift the most significant thing a man ever gave me. My eyes filled, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing my lover.

“You certainly can pick them. These are beautiful. Sit with me, please, darling. How could you do wrong amid four women for whom you bought a rose.”

“I didn’t mea-.”

“I’m teasing you, sweetheart.”

He flushed bright red while I felt incredibly aroused, to the extent I could have jumped him right there. My sister and friends giggled admiringly at Liam’s gesture of romance for me and friendship toward them.

“Sorry, Carla. I’m helping the guys pack coolers for our motor launch. Luca says it is Sister’s Day, so you’ll eat together without us, but I think that date needs fact-checking.”

We all roared with laughter, and aside from a sassy Lothario who had lazed semi-naked in his chair, abandoning his work to my inconvenience, my day was off to an excellent start.

Salvatore had a great body, though.

But his Mother is right. Definitely not marriage material.

Our private charter water taxi looked glorious, covered in colorful ribbon to celebrate our day. A luxurious accommodation cabin behind the boat driver provided comfortably for fourteen people, including all luggage. The sleek, traditional Venetian mahogany paneled, highly polished, and lacquered boat with a chugging diesel engine looked incredible, and it felt appropriate for our occasion.

Opposite each other were two rows of heavily cushioned, cream leather seats with dark brown panels at the front and red piping. Inside our accommodation cabin, more polished wood paneling felt rich and comfortable.

I sat between Bella and Liam, holding their hands, opposite Luca, with Sam and Margarita nearby. Our Captain, a persistently happy man with an infectious smile, loaded our food and drinks last, ensuring the coolers were kept handy.

Our Captain shuffled around the boat, expertly releasing mooring ropes and coiling them on deck. He locked down the cockpit glass windows and roof, then sat heavily in a white leather captain’s chair before engaging the throttle. 

The Alilaguna waterbus and water-taxi piers at Venice Marco Polo Airport are easily accessible from the lagoon and arrivals hall. We were waylaid by the wind that provoked choppy seas, so when I received a message on my phone, I knew it was my mother.

We’re on the pier. I’ll be the one waving like a lunatic. Love you, Carla.

Followed by Bella and my boyfriend, I hurried to the rear of the boat, where there was a small outdoor open deck. When I turned and stared into the wind, Sarah Keady was waving wildly with both arms, jumping for joy, grinning from ear to ear. She shouted something indecipherable that was swept into the wind, and a boarding party quickly gathered around her, cheering from the pier, all smiles and happiness, just as I’d hoped they would be.

Barely had our Captain moored up, than we were dragged one by one out of the boat and hugged by each member of my clan. Nobody cared who was who in the immediate clash on our battlefield of familial love.

I never felt such love and solidarity as in our tiny group bubble.

My mother hugged me and Bella together, crying uncontrollably, joyous to be united. Her reaction stunned me as she kissed my head, then my sisters. Bella was pulled away by her biological uncles, aunt, and cousins, examined closely for family resemblance, and hugged, almost to the point she couldn’t breathe, before being swept into an emotional tsunami along with Luca.

For a moment, I watched crazy, wholehearted love unfold around me in screams, whoops, tears, and leaping. We humans are such strange creatures, capable of many things, ascending to our highest meaning when indulging in love. 

Mom held my hands and stared at me, teary-eyed and happy. We had a momentary loving bubble, just her and me, while utter madness ensued everywhere.

“I love her already, Carla.”

“Why, though, Mom? You never met Bella before.”

“She is just like you, and I see my husband in both of you, beautiful girls. How could I not love any child born of my soulmate?”

“I see it too, Mom, especially since Bella has Dad’s nature and his skill in the kitchen. Her mother was also exactly like you, kind, loving, and a great cook.”

“We’re all Keady’s here, Carla, and I’m so pleased we could come and visit our new family member.”

“I doubt anything could have prevented you from being here, Mom.”

“Never.”

Bella rejoined us with tear-stained cheeks, immediately gathered into my Mom’s bearhug. I noticed Luca and Liam were highly emotional and lacked a hugging partner, so I beckoned them into our group hug.

Slowly, calm settled, and tears dried while our guest’s luggage was loaded. Our welcome reception abated, becoming idle gossip or casual exchanges about the weather and our visitor’s flight over.

We settled into the boat, and Luca began pouring wine before we’d even pulled away from the pier.

Bella leaned across to me, whispering.

“I don’t understand why your Mother welcomes me so affectionately. It feels wonderful, and I have this strange sense of familiarity around her, but I am her husband’s child from a different union.”

“I wondered about that myself, Bella.”

“Did you conclude anything?”

“I asked her.”

I clinked my glass to hers and sipped a most exquisite chilled Piedmont Chardonnay, smiling because I felt surrounded by love.

“Sarah Keady loves and values family as much as your Mama and our father did. She loves you because she loved Jack Keady, and you are part of him. It’s as simple as that, dear sister.”

Bella linked her arm through mine, and my mother sat on my other side, reaching across, gripping both our hands, and squeezing tightly. I felt more gratified than ever in my life and sat silently with a painted-on grin, drinking a beautiful apple crisp wine while watching my brother-in-law expertly shuck oysters.

Before we reached Margarita’s boarding house, Mom had memorized Bella’s life story, fitting that into a timeline with her and Jack Keady’s meet cute. I was amazed at how easily Sarah Keady fielded questions from Bella about her husband, always answering truthfully.

We dropped our family with Margarita at a small jetty near her boarding house to get settled, leaving the wine and oysters from the boat with them. I held Liam’s hand tightly, and we walked to the Trattoria together, with two other couples following behind like a parade of love as though we were the essence of Venice.

Outside the Trattoria, a rowdy queue had formed. I glanced at Bella, who slipped our group past them and through the front door, dropping us at our table. She returned to deal with the crowd, insisting on doing that alone.

I looked quizzically at my brother-in-law, who wafted a hand around the dining room.

“It is because they see empty tables inside here and want to know why they can’t eat. Bella will politely explain that tonight is a family occasion, and they will be appeased.”

“Your food is becoming more popular, Luca.”

“I am not so egotistical to believe it is me, dear Carla. We are popular because our Trattoria has a wonderful team, and we are family.”

“We are.”

I eyed Luca while he smiled with the exuberance of a man with much more life ahead. He looked slightly gaunt, and his eyes were tired, I assumed, because it had been a long day for him, but the family’s excitement lifted the great chef like an emotional crutch.

“It is not my time to die, Carla. Have no fear.”

“I know. Everything will be fine.”

“It will.”

Oh god, I fucking hope so.

By the time Bella dealt with all the customers, my mother had tracked us down, arriving before the others. She sat between us, grinning blissfully. She brought our hands together, and I felt hers tremble with excitement before staring at Bella.

“Anyone related to Jack Keady is related to me. I loved that man with all my heart, and I am sure your Mama did, too.”

“Thank you for saying that and welcoming me so lovingly, Sarah.”

“I brought you some gifts, sweetheart. They belonged to Jack, and I have them back at the hotel, but there was something I thought to bring here now.”

“Okay… I feel a bit nervous.”

Bella squeezed our fingers, and I saw tears in her eyes. The emotional strain of meeting her Dad’s widow, brothers, sister, and her cousins was telling. I could only imagine how overwhelming that was.

“Was your mother’s name Matilde, Bella?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then, this gift is definitely for you.”

I gasped when Mom sat a chef’s knife roll on the table that was almost a carbon copy of mine. She carefully untied the strings and unfurled the roll, and I saw the same knife collection I had.

Inside the knife roll’s transparent name pocket was a small card that Bella reached in and slid out.

When she read the card, my sister clasped a hand over her mouth and sobbed.

When I cooked with my beloved Matilde.


Chapter Four

A Priceless Gift

◆◆◆

Bella touched each knife much the way I stroked mine, sliding each from its pouch with reverence, understanding their value, sentimental and as a tool for her art. She felt the weight of a few, carefully finding a perfect point of balance.

She stared at my Mom, then me, raised both eyebrows, grinning like a cat that got the cream. Tears of joy rolled down her cheeks, and Bella dragged us both onto her shoulders for a raw, beautiful, and loving hug.

“These knives are beautiful and so light, with perfect balance. Thank you, Sarah.”

“They were your Dad’s. He would be thrilled to see you use them.”

“I love having something that was my fathers’. Carla shares his t-shirts with me.”

“I have more at the hotel for you both. Jack has a treasure chest at home, and I never threw away a thing of his. Perhaps when you and Carla visit New York together, you can haul everything out and create memories together.”

“I hadn’t thought of-.”

“You must come to New York, Bella, and bring your husband. Just as you have family here, the Keady clan are your people, and they are numerous.”

“I will… we will come together, right Carla?”

“I’d love to, sister.”

Mom excused herself to make phone calls outside, reassuring our family that she had arrived in Venice, was alive and well, and had greeted our newest family member.

Everyone knew this dinner was a special family occasion, and our Trattoria brigade had pulled out all the stops. The finest porcelain china service and cutlery I ever saw were perfectly set on a brilliant white, boil-washed Irish linen tablecloth Bella had found among her family heirlooms. Emerald green lace trimmed the edges, complimenting her tableware perfectly.

After Mom took her leave, I stood up and circled the table, admiring its luxury and beauty. When I paused, Bella sidled up behind me, her chin perched gently on my shoulder, an arm wrapped protectively around my midriff, and another lazed across my shoulder as I stared admiringly at her beautiful table. 

“The dinner service is Mama’s Rosenthal Versace Medusa Gala Gold. Her mother passed it down to her, and now, I have it.”

“It’s so beautiful.”

“When Rosenthal meets Versace, what could go wrong?”

“I don’t think I would ever bring it out from a sturdy sideboard, Bella.”

“At almost two hundred euros for one dinner plate today, these plates rarely see the light of day.”

“When was the last time?”

“It was on my wedding day for our family table. Luca and I danced for hours before taking to our bed upstairs.”

“And now Versace makes a comeback on this special day?”

“Next time will be the day we celebrate Luca’s all-clear; then, I will dress this table for your wedding, dear sister. We shall dance and sing for joy inside our Trattoria and outside in our wonderful Piazza.”

“I hope we have a baby to celebrate before that, Bella.”

She grinned at me, and I felt a powerful, positive vibe radiating from her. My sister was irrepressible and a force for good in all our lives. I heard Luca singing in Italian from the kitchen with a surprisingly good voice, so we peered in.

“Look how he serenades each cook at their station, Carla. This is my Luca before his illness. I tell you, my husband will beat this cancer.”

“I don’t think he would dare defy you.”

“I would do anything for my man and wish the same state of happiness for you.”

She kissed me on the cheek and joined her husband, singing beautifully in A cappella while they all made final preparations for service. 

At dinner, Bella was swamped by her biological family. My Mom was no less important to her, but she and I needed time to catch up anyway, so I was pleased we were left in peace.

I was especially keen for Mom to spend time with Liam.

Between many courses, all expertly served by our friends from the kitchen and front of house, I stepped outside our Trattoria to walk around the Piazza with my Mom. We held hands, and she stared at the stars, completely relaxed.

“It’s beautiful here, Carla. You fit perfectly into the restaurant and this life. I am so pleased you found Bella.”

“It feels like we are twins.”

“I had my doubts when you left New York. Judy called me every day for a month.”

“You never mentioned that.”

“Dad always believed this was your place, and he knew why but didn’t want to explain it. He said you would make your way here in your own time, and that’s what he wished for you.”

My father and I had disagreed in good spirits about Venice, and he dropped his protests once I made my decision, supporting me in any way he could. We practiced his Italian-style cooking at home in our free time together, and now, those moments suddenly felt far more profound.

“Tell me about Judy. Is she okay?”

“At first, Judy was quite arrogant about your departure, then she became contrite after realizing you had left the country. Then she sacked the loser you left because of, came to our home, and practically begged for your phone number.”

“What did you say when she turned up?”

“I invited her in, made a pot of tea, and gave her a slice of strawberry cheesecake. I told her there was no way she could have your number and that it was time to move on.”

“What did Judy do?”

“She asked for my cheesecake recipe.”

“Did you give it to her?”

“Seriously Carla… I’d give up your phone number first.”

I couldn’t stop laughing. My mother’s razor-sharp wit was a mainstay of the family. Anyone who knew Sarah Keady understood they would always have her welcome and kindness, but anyone taking her for granted would come away poorer after a disagreement.

“I can’t go back to Chez Judy’s, Mom. No offense to Judy, but dickhead Chef did me a big favor, forcing me to reinvent myself.”

“Dickhead Chef hasn’t fared well at all. Guy Winters ran out of leeway to leverage him into another vulnerable restaurant with an owner desperate for his good review. Another food critic did a hit piece on Winters, dragging Chez Judy’s into the story, showing the restaurant in a terrible light.”

“Poor Judy.”

“I disagree, Carla. She gets what is coming when making such a huge error to employ a fool and lose a great chef and friend.”

“Will her restaurant recover?”

“I don’t think so.”

I felt terrible for Judy, but Mom was right. My friend and promising restauranteur who launched onto New York’s food scene most sensationally had brought about her downfall. The whole mess reminded me of how much cleaner working at Trattoria Bella was.

“There is no divisiveness here, Mom. No hidden agenda. A common purpose unites everyone who works the kitchen and front of house.”

“Jack loved it here too, sweetheart, but we never came on holiday to Venice. If we had bumped into Matilde, he would have had difficulty explaining things to either of us and a great deal of heartache. I wouldn’t have wanted that for either of them or me, but-.”

“There is a but?”

“I wish he had known about Bella. Jack would have loved her, and you’d both have had the sister you each deserved.”

“What about you?”

“Jack Keady never ran out on a responsibility, sweetheart. If he knew about Bella, he would have found a way to help raise her. He wouldn’t have walked out on me either, but it might have complicated things.”

“Dad loved you, Mom. You said it yourself. You guys were soulmates.”

“Some people have more than one soulmate in their lifetime, sweetheart. Love is complex and frequently conspires against you. It’s a matter of basic chemistry. I heard that a person can fall in love at least three times in their lifetime. Maybe I was number two or three.”

“But Dad stayed with you.”

“That he did, Carla, and we had a wonderful life together. I’m just saying that love can be tenuous and more flexible than you’d like sometimes.”

“Ahh, I see what you just did. You’re leading into making a point about Liam. Come on, Mom, you don’t need to be obscure. God knows you never were before.”

“Be careful, Carla. That’s all I am saying. This is a dangerous city in which to fall in love.”

“I know. There is something special around every corner, and the aroma of love seeps out from every cafe, cicchetti bar, and bakery.”

“Many men and women in this city would consume a heart, then run away, Carla. That isn’t a reflection on the local people. Venice is a romantic marketplace where souls bring their hopes and emotions, some leaving happy, others not so much.”

“Liam isn’t like that.”

“It’s early days, sweetheart. All I am saying is - don’t commit yet and focus on your cooking. You have the gift.”

“Like Dad?”

“Your skill far exceeds his sweetheart. Jack Keady would be so proud of his daughters if he were here now.”

Her words were my food for thought, and I mulled over what she said during the rest of our dinner. Mom would grow to like Liam in her own time and way, but her vested interest was in me and perhaps Bella now, too. Her advice was well-meaning and equally well-taken, but I was a young woman in love, and few natural phenomena are more overwhelming than that.

When Mom leaned over to me, I saw tiredness in her swollen eyes.

“I’m going to turn in early, Carla. I feel jetlagged. Don’t let the others know I’ve left because I prefer they enjoy themselves until they are done. I’ll walk alone.”

“No, you won’t, Mom. Let me fetch Liam, and we’ll walk you together.”

“Okay, honey.”

After we dropped my mother at Margarita’s boarding house, Liam seemed more at peace. We linked arms and strode quickly, warding off an advancing chill shortly before midnight.

“Your Mom seems nice.”

“She worries about me. I hope you didn’t find her cold and uncaring.”

“I’ll grow on her, Carla. It would be strange if your mother became my best friend on the day we met. She’ll worry that I am a broken widower, and once you tell her my dead wife passed away carrying another man’s child, she will likely freak out.”

“I haven’t mentioned any of that.”

“It’s up to you when, where, and how much to explain about me. I have no secrets from you, and I don’t mind honest discussions on any matter.”

Liam built my confidence in his habits and behavior. Since we met, he had not drunk excessively, always considered his words carefully, judging their impact, and rarely criticized anyone. We were in the early days when love hijacked our senses, but I felt good about him.

“Are you in a rush, Liam?”

“In what way?”

“In how our relationship develops.”

“I feel happy right now, and unless you’re about to say otherwise, I feel like I’m in a long-term relationship.”

“You’ll return to Florence soon, and ours will become a long-distance love affair.”

“Is that a problem, Carla?”

“Not really.”

He slipped his arm out from mine and entwined our fingers, squeezing tightly. We strolled across the Rialto bridge, dodging straggling late-night tourists who snapped photographs for their everlasting memories.

I grinned at my boyfriend, rejoicing that I finally had a wonderful man in my life. He was silent, waiting for my next move in our lover’s chess game.

“I mulled over something my mother said, Liam. She mentioned that many people have three loves in their lives. In your case, you had Sarah, your wife, which, if you love me, proves the theory that you can love more than once in a lifetime.”

“Are you worried either of us may move on at some point and find another soulmate?”

“I’m not worried, Liam, because whatever will be, will be, but I am keen things work out between us. I know very well how love starts but not so much about how it might continue when things get more difficult.”

“You should study philosophy, Carla. That’s a very wise thing to say.”

“Do you understand my meaning, though?”

“Yes.”

“We can’t assume love will solve future problems without some thought, planning, and pragmatism.”

“Okay… while apart, we can speak regularly on video calls, and I’ll visit every Friday afternoon, staying until early Monday morning if that works for you. I’ll travel here by train or maybe take a rental car. Honestly, I’d rather not be here through the week for the time being, Carla.”

“Oh. Why is that?”

“Your career is taking off here, and I can’t get in the way… no, sorry, I won’t get in the way. I can fit in around you, but I couldn’t live with myself if I hinder your progress.”

“Love is important as well, Liam.”

“I know.”

A pained expression rippled across his face, and I guessed it had something to do with Sarah. We’d stepped off the Rialto bridge, and I pulled him into dark shadows along the canal side leading away, where a few benches were available outside restaurants that had closed for the night.

I sat beside my boyfriend, holding his hand, enjoying the reflection of nearby buildings on the canal water. 

“What is bothering you, Liam?”

“It’s about Sarah.”

“I don’t have any hang-ups about you having been married and loved before. I was only mentioning it because the thought crossed my mind. My mother planted the idea with good reason, but she meant no harm.”

“That’s the point, though. If I have loved before, why do I feel a complete absence of that for Sarah now? I can’t remember if I ever did love her.”

“Oh.”

“It isn’t because her baby wasn’t mine. Or maybe it was; I don’t know. I’m still working through this mess, Carla, and I don’t want to burden you if I am broken.”

His face planted, shaking his head, and I knew that Liam was close to tears. I wrapped an arm around his shoulder, hauling my boyfriend’s head into my lap and pulling his hands off his face. I smiled at him, then leaned in, and we kissed.

“I feel overwhelmingly in love with you, Carla, but I have no desire to become your fixer-up boyfriend.”

“You’re not broken, Liam. Perhaps you should talk Sarah through with a good friend or therapist. It doesn’t mean you need permanent help or have a mental illness. What she did to you was deceitful, regardless of the sadness you felt losing her.”

“What if I told my girlfriend and talked it through with her when I am ready?”

“That is progress in the right direction for us, and I would be happy to listen.”

“You wouldn’t feel burdened by me?”

“I think it is important that we lean on each other for emotional support. I want that in our relationship. A guy being emotionally available is a real positive for me.”

“And what about you, Carla? Can you be emotionally available?”

“I am very available to you, for sure. If you feel otherwise, you must say. I rarely bottle things up because that wouldn’t be great when I work with knives all day long.”

“Then we are agreed?”

“We surely are, Liam.”

Liam sat upright, and I straddled his lap, allowing my skirt to settle around his knees, with my arms wrapped like a silk scarf around his neck. I stared at the man I loved, willing him to be as great as I believed he was, leaning into his sultry eyes until my nose touched his, and I could see his soul bared.

“You are kind and good, Carla. Few people own their shit these days, and fewer apologize even when they knowingly wrong another. You do that most impressively, and I have a fond memory of a sandwich on an airplane that proves it.”

“I want to make love to you right now, Liam.”

“There is surely CCTV nearby, sweetheart.”

“I’ll settle for a kiss.”

Liam was accomplished in the art of kissing, and his lips yielded against mine like candy floss but doubly sweet. I felt my boyfriend’s growing erection pressing hard through my cotton panties and his rough denim jeans fabric, almost penetrating me.

I felt a rising warmth in my panties and knew my pussy leaked shamefully while quivering in anticipation of being fucked. Liam’s fingers played a pianist’s tune along my spine, and I shivered excitedly, arching my back as though icy water dripped down my spine.

We kissed with increasing vigor and desperation, and I enjoyed the sounds and feel of Liam’s arousal almost as much as mine. I became intoxicated and freed by love and lust, desperately needing his cock deep inside me while I rocked discretely back and forth, getting both of us off.

“Oh fuck, Carla… let’s go home.”

“I want to fuck you right here.”

“Why?”

“My pussy is drenched, and you have a massive erection right now. Also, my nipples are solid, brushing uncomfortably against my blouse, and that has nothing to do with the chilly air.”

“I want you too.”

“I know, you’re making that point with a cock pressing hard into my pussy.”

I did what no respectable girl should, hitched my ass up and reached down with both hands into his crotch, unzipping my boyfriend’s jeans fly, fumbling inside for the slit in his boxer briefs while completely disregarding anyone spying.

“Carla, no, we can’t.”

“Liam, I fucking well must.”

I groaned like a sleazy slut, immersed in an uncontrollable hedonistic temperament, overheating while slipping my panty gusset to one side. I accidentally brushed the soaking wet slit between my swollen pussy lips and trembled when I felt how damp and aroused I was.

When I flashed Liam my most tawdry expression and swirled two fingers around inside my pussy, I thought he knew what was coming because his tongue very slightly licked his lips. I lifted my fingers to his nostrils, hoping for his approval, pulling on my bottom lip.

My boyfriend sniffed; his nostrils flared while he inhaled deeply, and I could swear his pupils dilated.

He never averted his eyes from mine when Liam sucked both my sticky, pussy cream-coated fingers. He purred, looking triumphant and contented, and my heart soared as I watched our hard wiring combine.  

All inhibitions deserted me, and I gripped the base of Liam’s cock tightly and guided his glans between my swollen pussy lips. As I slid down on my boyfriend’s cock, a deep, burning need inside me was assuaged.

“You have no idea how good that feels, Liam.”

“Oh, I really do, sweetheart.”

“Just hide your face under my long hair. All any voyeur will see is two people who may be fucking but are most likely just kissing a bit too passionately. I’ll do all the work.”

I crushed his cock with enthusiastic pelvic floor muscles that clenched my pussy tightly around his veiny shaft like a velvet sheath. Liam’s lips were close to my ear, and I delighted in his whimpers and soft moans as I milked his lovely stiff cock.

I rocked back and forth gently in Liam’s lap, impaled on his cock, grinding my engorged, almost solid, trembling, sticky clitoris into his pubic bone, rasping and tickling it joyously amid his wiry bush. Liam hit my g-spot perfectly when he tensed up as stiff as a board and pushed upward, ensuring I enjoyed the entire length of his cock.

“Does this feel nice, Liam?”

“If you don’t stop for a minute, I’ll cum soon, baby… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry, just fill me up, honey. I love having your semen inside me.”

“What about you?”

“Making love isn’t about you or me, Liam. It’s about us. I can get my satisfaction later when we return to my apartment.”

“With my tongue?”

“If you’d like. I leave it up to you.”

“I would like it very much. I’ve never done that before.”

“Me neither.”

He decanted his semen deep inside me, incapable of holding on while I talked like an absolute slut. Liam shuddered, and I muffled his ardent scream, clasping a palm over his mouth while I milked him hard.

I watched my boyfriend’s contorted cum face, an ultimate, undeniable expression of his love, desire, and satisfaction aimed only at me.

I rode his cock hard, minded only for his satisfaction, and that felt good, loving, and wholesome. As Liam’s shaft twitched deep inside me, pressing hard against my soft tissue walls as he decanted every drop of his seed, he smiled appreciatively.

My slutty ascension was complete, and I was close to an orgasm but able to hold on.

I slipped my cum filled pussy off Liam’s cock, repositioning the gusset that would barely retain my dignity until we reached home. I stared down, avoiding any CCTV while smoothing my skirt and fixing myself.

Liam quickly tucked away his cock and zipped up while I covered for him. When he was done, my boyfriend gripped my hand, pulling me along the canal path, with both of us giggling like kids getting caught making out.

“Keep your head down, Carla.”

“I am.”

We ran home, desperate to continue making love, kissing, and tearing one another’s clothes off while bouncing off walls and doors in my apartment. When Liam kneeled and peeled off my panties, I saw a lustful expression I would remember for the rest of my life.

Liam’s erectile recovery period was short, and I watched his cum soaked cock rise again while he lay on my bed.

“Are you sure you want this, Liam?“

“Feed me, sweetheart.”

“Okay, here goes.”

I cocked a knee high before straddling Liam’s face, feeding my boyfriend for the first time.


Chapter Five

The Value Of Friends

◆◆◆

At first, I didn’t know why I woke so early, or perhaps it was late, depending on your perception of time during a sleep period. Either way, 2 a.m. isn’t a healthy time to be awake, and now, I was. 


I’d left our bedroom window slightly ajar to prevent stuffiness, so I raised my head and listened for anything unusual. Outside seemed peaceful, but I knew something must have stirred and, in turn, roused me from a dream where Liam and I strolled along golden sand beaches. 


The sound approximated a rolling rustle of dry leaves, or it might be the movement of thick, plastic refuse sacks shifting because a breeze had caught them. I slipped out of bed silently, noting Liam snored very lightly, a bonus for me if that was his usual nature in slumber. 


I shivered vigorously and rubbed the goosebumps on my arms before wrapping myself in a knee-length bathrobe and quietly closing the bedroom door after I stepped through it. 


I leaned out of my kitchen window, scanning our piazza, squinting into the shadows, but there was nothing and nobody there. The rustling sound had gone, but my curiosity burned on a fuse of jitteriness. 


I closed my front door quietly and tackled the stairs on tiptoes, missing those I knew were creaky. At the bottom, I hesitated at our building’s main door, worried I might be walking into danger. 


I’ll scream, and Liam and Luca will come running. 


Yeah. It will be fine. 


If someone is there, Bella will terrify them if she comes running. 


I opened the door carefully and saw nobody, not even a shadow of anything to fear, so I stepped outside, keeping the front door ajar by propping it open with a heavy stool. 


The night air was chilly, so I pulled my robe tighter, blocking the cold from chilling my exposed neck. I glanced in every direction and saw nothing, so I turned to go back indoors. 


Then the sound came again, and I snapped my neck sideways to identify the source. 


I was drawn to a small gap between a bike store and the canal wall. It was where tied-up plastic trash bags were stored before our twice-weekly barge collection. I peered into the darkness and saw an unusually shaped bag, long and thin like a dead body was wrapped inside. 


I rushed over to the bags, terrified of what I might find, whimpering, almost crying, tearing loose plastic wrapping the sausage shape that I feared might be a person. It moved, and I felt mildly relieved that at least I was dealing with a creature still alive, notching my fear down from terror to dread while straddling and grappling with something warm and human. 


“Hello.” 


“Ahhh.” 


“Are you okay?” 


“Leave me alone, please.” 


“Is that you, Angelo?” 


“Sorry, Chef.” 


I tore into the plastic bag until a badly battered, bruised, and bloodied face was revealed. Angelo’s right eye was closed over and weeping; his left was bloodshot from a blunt force trauma, and a swollen top lip was split and caked with a fresh, bright red scab. 


“Get up, now, please, for the love of god.” 


“Why?” 


“Because you don’t belong in the rubbish, sweetheart.” 


“I am heartbroken.” 


“Get up! Now!” 


“Yes, Chef.” 


I stood and hauled Angelo to his feet while choking back my tears, noting my trainee chef wore his work clothes, badly soiled from a long day in the kitchen and a beating at the hands of one or more thugs. I hugged him tightly, and he wearily wrapped his arms around me, sobbing. 


“Nobody wants me, Carla.” 


“That’s not true, sweetheart. I want you. Everyone here wants you.” 


“I am an outcast. My parents despise me.” 


“Fuck them. Come with me.” 


I led Angelo by the hand inside, upstairs, and into my apartment. When I opened the door to my spare bedroom, he glanced inside, then at me, sobbing heartily. 


“Get undressed and throw me your clothes. I can wash them while you shower, and they will be dry by morning. The towels are pink, and the bathrobe is designed for a lady, but you are beautifully slim, so it will do for one night until we get you a new one.” 


“Can I stay here tonight, Carla?” 


“You can stay here forever, Angelo. Are you hungry right now?” 


“Yes. I didn’t eat yet.” 


“Noodles?” 


“Yes, please.” 


I waited patiently while going out of my mind with worry about him until a complete set of chef whites and Angelo’s underwear were kicked through the door that he hid behind. I took them while he showered, bundling severely blood-stained whites into the washing machine. 


I steamed noodles, added slices of roast chicken and a handful of leftover vegetables to a teriyaki sauce, and tossed everything in a wok, sliding it onto a plate when Angelo joined me and sat on one of my kitchen stools. 


When he rested on the wooden surface, Angelo gasped and clasped his rib cage painfully, so I stepped closer and lifted the side of his pink and orange knee-length bathrobe, seeing extensive black and blue bruising. Tears rolled down my cheeks, and I choked back anger, replacing his modesty and hugging my young friend. 


“Who did this?” 


“Father and mother.” 


“Mom as well?” 


“Yes.” 


“Fuck!” 


“I am not loved and never have been. I am weak, and they beat me because of it.” 


“You are not weak.” 


“I never fight back. I cover my head while they punch and kick me.” 


“What the fuck, Angelo. You aren’t weak. They are your parents who are supposed to protect you.” 


“I know, but they don’t like me. They said so when I was kicked out last night.” 


He looked sad, and my heart broke in two, one half crying for my friend and colleague, the other vengeful, spiteful, and wanting to kill his parents most painfully. I was torn and glad when my bedroom door opened, and Liam stepped out. 


He approached cautiously, assessing the situation. When he saw Angelo’s battered face, my boyfriend figured out something awful had happened, and he wrapped an arm around the man, who only six months ago was still a boy. 


“I had my eye on that bathrobe, young fella.” 


“I will leave it for you in the morning, Liam. I’m sorry if I woke you up.” 


I waved for Liam to leave us because Angelo was in no mood for humor. He was inconsolable, forking noodles into his mouth while crying, wiping his tears on my bathrobe sleeve, and then adding a few snotty deposits from a dripping nose. 


“You can’t leave tomorrow, honey.” 


“This is your home, Carla, not mine.” 


“This is Mama’s home, baby; that means anyone belonging to this Trattoria in need has a bed here, which includes you and me, understand?” 


“Yes, Chef.” 


“Thank you. Off to bed now, please. You will visit the doctor in the morning before work.” 


“Must I?” 


“Yes, little brother… those bruises on your ribs look nasty.” 


“They will heal.” 


“Shall we consult Bella on the matter? She is only downstairs. I can call her.” 


“Oh god no, please don’t trouble Patroness, Chef. I will go in the morning.” 


“Thank you.” 


Angelo managed a twisted smile amid his gargoyle-like face full of lumps and bruises. As I sat in the semi-darkness crying about a sweet kid whose parents were assholes, I remembered mine, my newly found sister, and her mother, who had also loved my dad. 


I thanked god I was blessed by good fortune. 


When I returned to our bed, Liam held me close while I sobbed, partly from the upset of finding a sweet boy in the trash but mainly from the anger that stirred in my hateful place. 


“I’ll fucking kill them, Liam.” 


“This is why we have the police, Carla… it’s so that people like Angelo’s parents can go to jail while he thrives, and you continue enjoying your freedom.” 


“It’s not punishment enough.” 


“They will both be beaten in prison. Angelo’s mother will have a much worse time than anything you could do to her. One thing women prisoners hate is child abusers, and I’m sure these beatings he endured began long ago. They will fuck her up big time.” 


“Good.” 


I slept restlessly until the morning, waking Angelo as late as I could, sharing my overnight-soaked oats with a distraught friend after he showered. When he dug into a breakfast garnished with blueberries with only one good eye, he tasted a spoonful, smacked his lips, smiled, and glanced at me. 


“Are you using honey yogurt to sweeten these oats, Chef?” 


“It’s Carla.” 


“I cannot.” 


“Up here, in our home, it’s Carla; downstairs in the kitchen, I am Chef. Are we agreed?” 


“Are you sure?” 


“You live here now, honey.” 


“I must return home.” 


“You cannot, Angelo.” 


“I am a man and should accept my fate.” 


“Yes, you are a man, and a fine one at that, and such who would not raise a hand to his mother or father should be treasured, yet you are not.” 


“I am not.” 


He looked despondent and bowed, choking from overwhelming emotions, until his forehead tapped onto the wooden counter, where he sobbed. I saw oats and milk spill from his mouth as he cried like a baby caught mid-mouthful in a bout of unhappiness. I lifted him, wiped up the mess, and rested his head on my shoulder. 


“You have skills, Angelo. Here, at Bella’s Trattoria, you are much loved and esteemed. This is your new family.” 


“I can’t do it.” 


“Your parents will be arrested today, Angelo. It is the only way to keep them safe. If all of Venice knows what they did to you, both Mama and Papa will float face down in the nearest canal to their home by midnight.” 


“I don’t want to return home, but I feel drawn to them.” 


“That’s DNA and your sense of loyalty, sweetheart. You won’t go back there. Come on and clean yourself up, then let’s go to the clinic.” 


“Thank you, Carla.” 


When I left the building, holding my friend upright, we staggered into the piazza, limping like a couple of drunks. Bella, Margarita, and Sam saw us, smiled, waved, and then saw Angelo’s injuries. I was pleased when all three sprinted the thirty meters to us even though they screamed. 


Bella arrived first and wrapped Angelo in her arms, crying. 


“Luca! Luca! Come here quickly.” 


While she hugged Angelo, both cried like babies; I saw Luca sprinting from the front door of our Trattoria. Bella gripped the poor boy’s shoulders and tapped her forehead on his. 


“What happened, little brother?” 


“Chef found me sleeping under the rubbish bags last night.” 


“Was this Papa’s doing?” 


“Mama, too.” 


“Fuck this! I will kill them both.” 


Angelo righted himself, leaning heavily on me. He shook his head, knowing Bella’s reaction would be repeated by others. Luca gesticulated wildly, pointing at our trainee chef’s face in shock. 


“I want the police to deal with this, please, Patroness. Don’t get into any trouble because of my parents. It would feel so much worse to me.” 


Bella was in shock and desperately angry, but Angelo’s sincerity, determination, and battered face broke through that. She saw sense and relented. 


“As you wish. Where are you going now?” 


“Chef is taking me to the clinic.” 


“I’m coming… Luca, take over here, please.” 


“Yes, Bella. I will deal with the police also.” 


A few hours later, after some X-rays and the removal of a cracked tooth, Angelo emerged from a treatment room covered in cute nurses, with his rib cage wrapped in a tight stretch bandage. He seemed in better spirits, but I knew the kind, gentle young man would take some time to heal inside and out. 


The doctor was more seriously minded than his nurses and headed for Bella and me with a clipboard and some envelopes, which he passed over. My sister was eager to deal with the administrative matters so Angelo wouldn’t have to. 


“What is in the envelopes, doctor?” 


“Notes for his general practitioner and a prescription for painkillers that Angelo may take after twelve more hours.” 


“Why twelve more hours?” 


“He has a concussion, and painkillers are not appropriate at this time.” 


“What other damage did they do?” 


“Three cracked ribs, a broken toe, several sprains, and severely hurt pride, but he will fully recover. Angelo will need an implant for a missing tooth once the swelling goes down. Who is paying, please?” 


“Trattoria Bella. I have an account here. My husband is undergoing treatment.” 


“That’s fine, and for the tooth?” 


“Of course, for the tooth as well. Angelo is a chef and must have all his teeth, or how can he chew a good steak? Anything my friend needs is fine; please do it with haste.” 


We left the clinic with Angelo insisting on walking unaided. He complained about being sent to bed, but I was having none of it, and with Bella watching on, he didn’t dare push his luck. 


After dropping Angelo in his bedroom, we stepped outside the building. I saw Luca straining, carrying a dozen shopping bags. Bella frowned and pointed at his haul. 


“You went shopping?” 


“It’s for Angelo to get his closet started. I also arranged something for after work tonight. Everyone wants to help lift his spirits.” 


“You never shop.” 


“I did this morning because it is important.” 


“Are you saying that shopping with me isn’t important?” 


“No. Are you teasing me, sweetheart?” 


“Of course I am, Luca. You could never shop with me because you’d find out how much I spend. What did you buy, husband?” 


“Underwear, socks, three pairs of jeans, a dozen assorted shirts, two warm jackets, shoes, sneakers, and other things like shaving gear and shower gel. He can borrow the rest from me, and I will give him an extra allowance to get himself fixed up with more. I have his sizes from his uniform selections.” 


Bella hugged her husband, so I joined them. This is what made my sister and her husband great leaders. They cared about everyone associated with the Trattoria and cafe. At times like these, it made a big difference. 


“How much do you spend, Bella?” 


“Not much. You should come with me next time.” 


“Ah hah, I see what you did there.” 


Luca grinned, quickly stepping away as though escaping his wife. He picked up the bags and headed towards the door, spinning when he forgot something. 


“I called the police, Carla.” 


“What did they say?” 


“They confirmed neighbors have complained many times over the last ten years that these parents regularly beat poor Angelo.” 


“Why was nothing done, Luca?” 


“I don’t know exactly, but some suspect his parents hid the damage, beating him through pillows. Also, Angelo refused to point the finger.” 


“He won’t refuse this time.” 


“Angelo’s parents are being arrested this morning. His troubles are over, Carla.” 


“Then his healing can begin.” 


Mom visited Bella’s Trattoria around lunchtime, lingering at the back door until Luca dragged her inside, handed over an eight-inch cook knife, and pointed at Angelo’s empty workstation jokingly. 


“Will Mama help us today?” 


“I’d love to.” 


Mom was delighted, whipping off her coat, hanging it, and joining Sebastien, who looked wide-eyed and thrilled. He visited his boyfriend, Angelo, during his break before returning to shift. I saw he was upset but knew Sarah Keady would change everything. 


I pointed at my mother’s station and grinned. 


“Mom, your husband once worked at that very station. He worked at every station in this kitchen.” 


I waved all around, and Mom saw smiling faces everywhere. In less than an hour, the smiles would vanish, and shouting out orders would occupy everyone. When she picked up the knife and stared at the block where ten kilos of onions were stacked, my mother stared open-mouthed at me, almost teary-eyed.  


“I never thought about Jack Keady having worked here, Carla.” 


“I feel Dad’s presence in this kitchen always.” 


“This is what he wanted for you.” 


“I know.” 


Mom worked until the end of dinner service, and Sebastien looked in much better spirits by the end, sprinting upstairs to fetch Angelo when I nodded permission. 


We gathered in the restaurant after our last customer had paid and left, waiting for Angelo and Sebastien to join us before we toasted. I looked around for my mother, who had disappeared. Her coat was missing, so I ran into the piazza, seeing her walking away in the distance. 


I sprinted over to my Mom and caught her by the hand. 


“Why are you leaving?” 


“I need to catch up with the others, sweetheart, and you have a life to live here. I’m not getting in your way for all the tea in China.” 


“Come and watch, Mom, follow me, please. You’ll love this.” 


I dragged her back to the Trattoria, where everyone had gathered in the dining room. Angelo sat holding Sebastien’s hand, and our team passed around glasses of Prosecco. Luca stepped out before everyone, bowing to their cheers, applause, and salutations, ready for his best master of ceremonies role. 


“Quiet now, wise citizens of Trattoria Bella.” 


He waved his hands to bring order, and the room quieted amid fits of giggles. Everyone sipped their drinks, each holding a gift wrapped in colorful paper. When Luca began his theatrical performance, everyone slapped the table with a palm. It sounded like a slow drum beat in the background. 


Luca threw his arms up like a town crier making an announcement. 


“As you already know, Brother Angelo had a rough night. He has recently moved in with his big sister, Carla, but he is poor… so, so impoverished.” 


“Ahhhh, poor Angelo, poor Angelo. Our little brother… poor Angelo.” 


Everyone sang as though it were a chorus, wiping away their faux tears before giggling. Even Angelo grinned, more so when Luca bowed almost to the floor before him, eyeing our young apprentice with a playful smile. 


The semi-lit dining room was electrified with broad smiles and positive vibes almost visible in the air. 


“Angelo darling, never fear because the wise people of Trattoria Bella are always here. We are your family of brothers and sisters, too, here tonight to tell a tale about our love for you.” 


Angelo’s face rippled with emotions as his mouth twisted and tears rolled down his cheeks. He had no idea what was happening, but under the sadness, love, and happiness flickered his beautiful soul anew. 


“Now, Angelo, although I am Head Chef, and Carla is your leader, our Patroness, Bella, chose to go first tonight. We each have bought you a gift to replace what you lost.” 


Bella launched herself off a table like a gymnast, grinning from ear to ear. She held Angelo’s hand in hers, with a present in the other. 


The table thumping grew louder, and Luca yelled. 


“Who will speak for Angelo?” 


“I shall.” 


“What is your name?” 


“I am Bella, Patroness of this Trattoria.” 


“And what would you say, woman?” 


Everyone laughed while Bella shot her husband an executioner’s glare before smiling back at Angelo. 


“You call me a woman again, and I shall make you one.” 


“And what would you say, sweet Bella?” 


She swayed and stared at everyone before fixing her eyes on Angelo. 


“I am your prima friend, the first friend, equal to all others in my love for you, Angelo. I gift you my heart and soul forever. You may call on me as your friend whether you are in need or not. Please open my gift.” 


She handed over a gift while the room exploded in applause and cheers. Angelo grinned at Bella and opened a large, beautifully wrapped package. When he saw the gift, my trainee chef cried and hugged Bella. 


“A Bodman oyster shucking blade. Thank you, Patroness.” 


“You are most welcome, little brother. 


The oyster shucker Bella bought was handmade by Bodman Blades, complete with a Turkish Walnut handle and sturdy steel blade. I knew the shop she bought it from and the price was more than three hundred euros. 


Everyone applauded and cheered; even Mom joined in, grinning like crazy. 


Next up was Maria, a sweet and hard-working girl in her mid-twenties. She stood center stage, grinning before bowing to Angelo. 


“Who will speak for Angelo?” 


“I shall.” 


“What is your name?” 


“I am Maria, Boucher of this Trattoria, and please don’t call me woman, or I shall stab you, Chef.” 


While everyone laughed, Maria grinned, and Luca feigned shock. It felt like a night at pantomime, and I was having a great time. I was especially pleased that Angelo was reviving. 


“And what would you say, Maria?” 


“I am your seconda friend, the second friend, but second to none in my love for you, Angelo. I gift you my heart and soul forever. You may call on me as your friend whether you are in need or not. Please open my gift.” 


Angelo already looked so much better, wrapped in the love of his friends and colleagues who valued his gentle soul, hard work, ceaseless humor, and kindness. After he opened Maria’s gift, he hugged her, weeping while she kissed the top of his head. 


“You are a great little brother, Angelo.” 


“I love this sweater.” 


“It is a Boucle funnel zip-up by Jack Wills, especially for you on cold, starry nights when you walk hand in hand with your boyfriend through San Marco’s.” 


“Thank you.”  


“You are welcome, dear friend.” 


So it went on for another half an hour as Angelo’s terza (third) to sedicesimo (sixteenth), friend lined up to declare their friendship, hand over a gift, and hug him. 


Then it was my turn, and the room was hushed because everyone knew there was a special place in my heart for the two youngest men in our kitchen who worked directly for me, Sebastien and Angelo. 


He grinned at me while I lined up and bowed. 


“Who will speak for Angelo?” 


“I shall.” 


“What is your name?” 


“I am Carla, Sous Chef of this Trattoria, and please don’t call me woman, or Bella will stab you, Chef.” 


“And what would you say, Carla?” 


“I am your scorsa friend, the last friend here tonight, never erring in my affection for you, Angelo. I will be the first by your side and the last to fall. I gift you my heart and soul forever. You may call on me as your friend whether you are in need or not. Please open my gift.” 


He leaped out of the chair before I could hand over my gift and hugged me like we were long-lost siblings.  A rousing cheer rose, and I saw my mother crying, with Bella handing her tissues. 


“Thank you, Chef.” 


“I haven’t given you my gift yet.” 


“Thank you for everything, chef.” 


He wouldn’t let go of me, but I eventually got Angelo to open his gift, and he cried like a baby. 


“A Marcato Otello pasta maker. I can’t believe it. It is a limited edition.” 


“I got you something else since we will be living together.” 


I held up two fleece ponchos, one in his size, the other in mine. 


“I chose orange, but we can change it if you prefer a different color.” 


“Your house, your rules, Chef. I love orange because it is warm in winter and always cool.” 



Chapter Six

Our Family

◆◆◆

I got my run in, helped Sam arrange the cafe tables, and devoured breakfast with my family, Liam, and our friends. Family show-and-tell Keady style was planned for the mid-afternoon lull between lunch and dinner, so we needed to create a window for a few of us to escape the kitchen. 


Sam looked anxious, but I was so rushed; with little time to take breakfast upstairs to Angelo and get to my workstation, I decided to check in on her later. 


Shortly after our shift started, my mother popped her head around our kitchen back door, offering her help as a replacement for Angelo. Luca delightedly accepted, proposing she move in permanently, and I laughed at the irony, considering my father’s relationship with this Trattoria and its owners, past and present. 


While my mom expertly peeled and chopped vegetables, Bella sat between her and me on a stainless steel prep table. We talked about our Dad. 


My sister seemed pensive about the conversation, and I guessed she was concerned about discussing our Dad and her mother in front of mine. I knew the ice must be broken, so I launched myself two-footed through the glassy surface. 


“Mom, you should browse Mama’s recipe collection upstairs in her old apartment sometime.” 


“Are you sure, Carla? I mean… I’d love to, but might Bella feel a bit awkward?” 


“She’s like a cat on a hot tin roof wanting to ask you questions about Dad, but she thinks you’ll feel upset.” 


“I’m not at all bothered. Every season in a person’s life yields treasure, and Bella is one of my beloved Jacks; you are another.” 


“I recognized Dad’s handwriting in some of Mama’s recipe books. I’m sure you’d enjoy a treasure hunt in my apartment with Bella.” 


Mom looked at Bella, who smiled and nodded enthusiastically. We had been preoccupied with a celebratory dinner and Angelo’s woes, so there had been very little time spent talking about the thing everyone had traveled thousands of miles to discuss - Jack Keady. 


“I didn’t want to risk upsetting you, Sarah.” 


“Oh my. Tell me, Bella. If our situations were reversed, how would your mother treat Carla?” 


“Like her own daughter.” 


“Exactly.” 


“Shall we go upstairs and find a few things to add to this afternoon’s show and tell session?” 


“I’d enjoy that, Bella.” 


I wanted Mom and Bella to like each other, so I held back, only reminding them of Angelo’s delicate condition before they left. My trainee chef’s parents were taken into custody last evening, to everyone’s relief. There was already a wave of discontent building against the pair, but this latest beating of a sweet kid, with its subsequent fallout, had sealed their fate. 


Angelo’s parents would go to jail, and I was pleased. 


Importantly, my little brother must thrive, which would be a difficult road to travel, given the severity of abuse he had suffered. No matter what cruelty they visited upon Angelo, his parent’s fate would weigh on him heavily for a while until he fully processed what happened and properly assigned responsibility. 


I glanced at Luca, who busied himself at the fish station, helping filet, shuck, and scrape scales. He seemed weary today, but I attributed that to the exhaustion of his excellent leadership over the past week. His organized show of our Trattoria’s affection for Angelo last night was spectacular. 


The intensity of my workload, insane heat from our kitchen, and my period sapped my energy. When I stepped outside our kitchen for a short break to recuperate, Liam was waiting for me, casually sitting on the canal wall, reading something. 


He saw me, and I was thrilled by the instant devotion writ large on his face. 


“I must leave tomorrow, Carla.” 


Oh fuck. My period. 


No lovemaking for us tonight, then. 


I felt an unexpected pang of misery and wondered why. As I stared at Liam, tears welled in my eyes. I thought my strong emotions must be hormonal, but then I realized it couldn’t just be that because an intense sadness overwhelmed me. 


I hugged my boyfriend tightly so he wouldn’t notice I was upset. 


“When will you return to Venice, sweetheart?” 


“Is this weekend too soon for you, Carla?” 


“Not soon enough, darling. Even if I am busy, knowing you are nearby is still nice. I’m sure we can have a fabulous time.” 


“We’ve come a long way in such a short time, Carla.” 


“Isn’t that the case when love bites hard?” 


“I believe so.” 


He seemed melancholy, too, almost teary-eyed. It wasn’t Monday blues because every day merged into one for Liam. He had excellent financial means and no need for a job. I stepped closer, took his hands, and squeezed them lovingly, leaning in until tapping my forehead onto his. 


“What is bothering you, Liam?” 


“I don’t want to leave you. I enjoy being around you and love you very much.” 


“I don’t want you to leave either, but your studies are in Florence, and you’ve paid for tutors and lodging.” 


“I want to write. I mean, become an actual writer.” 


“What would you write?” 


“Your story. I want to write about you, this place, your sister, and your extended family. This piazza is all life sealed forever in a snow globe.” 


“Without the snow godwilling, Liam.” 


“Yes, of course, but you get my point, surely?” 


“Describing our piazza and its craziness sounds like a writer’s job to me. We have every misfit characteristic and social problem in one or another of us. Ours is a pizza of life, not a piazza, and the rich toppings have been spooned on haphazardly.” 


“That is the beauty of your life, Carla. It tastes so wonderful.” 


“What about your philosophy studies? Will they continue?” 


“Philosophy is kind to writers. Its wisdom inspires and offers meaning to the poetry of life and characters of people so hard to understand.” 


“Then you should study philosophy and write whatever appeals to your heart.” 


“You could help me write the story, Carla.” 


“My fingers are skilled with a knife, not a pen.” 


“We could make this story together. Piazza Bella would be a chapter in our lives.” 


“You sound like a poet, Liam.” 


“Poetry and philosophy are excellent bedfellows. One describes life, the other explains why it matters.” 


“My word, you’re on form today. If Mom and Bella weren’t upstairs, I would drag you to our bedroom.” 


Oops, no, I can’t. 


What about tonight? 


He’ll understand. 


“I have something to tell you, Carla.” 


“Go ahead.” 


He looked edgy, which was unusual, so I squeezed Liam’s hand, smiling and nodding encouragingly. What could he say that might rock my world? 


“I’m selling up everything I have in the States.” 


“Oh.” 


Oh fuck! 


“To begin with, I’ll live in Italy, but if things don’t work out between us-.” 


“Whoa! Stop right there.” 


I stepped back, feeling choked. I hadn’t considered our relationship not working out since he chased me on a run in Florence. I also hadn’t considered spending the rest of my life in Venice, or anywhere else for that matter. 


Liam looked like he could kick himself for letting the cat out of the bag, and I felt defensive and scared. I eyed him suspiciously, incapable of rational thought, uselessly smacking my parched lips and tongue. 


“I’m not asking for anything from you, Carla.” 


“What does that mean?” 


“I’m messing this up. I had everything figured out in my head, and now I am speaking the words, it sounds like gibberish.” 


“Are you breaking up with me, Liam?” 


“Oh, certainly not. It’s just that I don’t want to influence your choices by mine.” 


“Are you saying you’d never move back home?” 


“I’m not saying anything definitive.” 


“Then what the fuck, Liam? Please explain what’s happening because I want to cry.” 


“So do I.” 


“Do you love me?” 


“Of course. I only want to use my equity to buy a home here. I can sell it and move back if living here doesn’t work out. At the moment, I have a large, expensive house in America and ownership of a company that doesn’t need me around.” 


“And here you live between a boarding house in Florence and your girlfriend’s apartment in Venice?” 


“Nothing is wrong with that, but I’d like a study, a rooftop terrace, or at least a balcony. Maybe we could…” 


“Maybe we could what?” 


“Maybe we could live together.” 


Liam looked sincere and almost as emotionally distraught as me, which was quite some feat given where I was in my menstrual cycle. I thought about my long-term goals, realizing I hadn’t got any or even considered them since starting my new job. When I considered the concept of permanently leaving Piazza Bella, terror sprung on me like a starving lioness on a fattened goat. 


“I don’t want to leave here, Liam.” 


“Not ever?” 


“Maybe one day, but I don’t want to plan to leave or even think about it right now. This is where I am meant to be. I have family and friends who love me here; why would I ever leave, aside from if my Mom needs me?” 


“I feel at home here, too.” 


“Here, Florence, or here, with me in Venice?” 


He smiled beautifully, warming me like a sunrise. It looked like whatever had mired his thoughts was rinsed away with clarity. He held out both arms in a sign of love.  


“Wherever you are is my home, Carla. I don’t care if that’s a park bench, beach hammock, or clinging to a lump of driftwood in the middle of an ocean. I love you with all of my heart.” 


I smiled, and my heart swelled with joy. My fear that Liam was breaking up with me seemed silly now he had correctly explained himself. I fleetingly worried that I was being insecure, something I would consider in more detail later. 


Something tumultuous was on my mind, so I blurted it. 


“Why not move in with me?” 


“You can’t be serious?” 


“There is no better way to discover whether we are compatible. It’s not a marriage proposal, but you can stay anytime.” 


“Shall we discuss this further tonight, Carla? Perhaps after we make love.” 


“Ah, yes… about that. I got my period this morning, babe… sorry.” 


“No problem. I don’t mind.” 


“Thank you for understanding, Liam.” 


“No… I mean, I don’t mind.” 


A cold streak ran down my spine, and I stared at my boyfriend goggle-eyed while he grinned back mischievously. I studied him for any sign that he was joking, and seeing none, I stuttered awkwardly. 


“Let’s discuss that later.” 


“Discuss what, daughter?” 


I spun around and saw Mom and Bella emerge from our building. Both looked happy and carried armfuls of sacred possessions. I thought quickly on my feet, knowing I couldn’t tell my Mom that a new boyfriend had just suggested we fuck during my period. 


I linked my arm through Liam’s and beamed at them. 


“We’re getting married, Mom.” 


“You could do much worse, but I know you, Carla Keady. You’re teasing Mom.” 


She studied Liam with a far more discerning eye than the past few days. I was sure my boyfriend didn’t stage-manage when he stepped forward and relieved my mother of her burden, nodding his head towards the front entrance of our Trattoria. 


“Are these going inside the restaurant, mother-in-law?” 


“Yes, please, and you should retain that keen wit because you’ll need it if you eventually marry this one.” 


When Liam left, Bella looked surprised, and my mother was curious. Curiosity beat surprise in asking me the first question. 


“What just happened, Carla?” 


Liam wants to fuck me while I’m having my period. 


And I’m fucking considering it. 


“Liam is selling everything he owns in America and coming to live here.” 


“Here in Venice?” 


“Maybe.” 


“It sounds rash, honey.” 


“I know.” 


“Is he chasing after you?” 


“I don’t know, but I told him he’s welcome to stay with me anytime.” 


“That’s good. He would do better staying with you than selling up and moving entirely.” 


“Do you like him?” 


“Yes, but it’s early days, Carla. You and Liam barely know each other. Living together might help, though.” 


“I agree.” 


“It might also cause you two to drift apart.” 


“Jesus, Mom, you’re like the harbinger of doom.” 


“This is reality, Carla. You know that.” 


“Yes. I do, Mom, and thank you for sobering me up.” 


“It’s my job to throw cold water on your passion occasionally, sweetheart.” 


“It is a shock to discover that Liam is selling up back home, though.” 


My mother was usually cautious and never one to lecture people about their life choices. She seemed different this time, glancing frequently at two notebooks in her hand. I pointed to the tea and wine-stained faded orange A5-sized journals. 


“What are those?” 


“Recipe and life journals co-authored by Matilde and your father… sorry, both of your father, I meant. Bella is loaning me these while I am here so I can read about Jack’s life before he and I met. 


“You’re an unusual woman, Sarah Keady.” 


I’m not sure this is wise. 


“I love this place, Carla, and I can see why Jack wanted Venice so badly for you.” 


“Will you stay with us for a while, Mom?” 


“The others go home in two days, but staying here would be good for me. Our house will be cold, and I have no other daughters besides you two.” 


“Have you adopted Bella, then?” 


“I thought that went without saying.” 


“Any words of advice regarding Liam, Mom?” 


I guessed the books she held, their contents, and her experience in life, with me and now here in the piazza her husband had loved, was an emotional strain. Mom couldn’t help worrying about an emotional tsunami that had gripped Liam and me. 


“Follow your heart, Carla. It brought you here to a much-loved sister, your Dad’s old restaurant, and a good man to keep you warm at night. It drew your best friend here, too.” 


“What about you, Mom?” 


“I’ll come and go from New York to here as I please and frequently. I now have a vested interest here and can help out, maybe work my passage, so to speak.” 


Mom held both our hands and glanced from one sister to another. I’d always had an incredible relationship with my mother, but now, hanging around outside Jack Keady’s old haunt, we felt much closer. 


Bella nodded her head at the apartments above our Trattoria. 


“You’d be welcome to a bedroom in Luca and my apartment anytime, Sarah. We have three spares, and you can come and go as you please.” 


“Are you being serious?” 


“Of course. You may move in with us. I think it would be better than moving Angelo out of his room now he has a big sister.” 


“I agree. He loves Carla.” 


“It is because nobody loved him as part of their family until my sister adopted him. Angelo and Sebastien are attached to Carla forever because she is kind and good.” 


“He couldn’t have better sisters than the pair of you.” 


On our way to our great show-and-tell session at the Trattoria, I saw a commotion outside the cafe. When I looked more carefully, I noticed Sam lifting a familiar small boy while a girl I knew well, a year her brother’s senior, stood beside her wearing a school-style rucksack. 


I ran across the piazza, waving wildly and shouting, followed by my mother and sister. 


“Your kids have arrived, Sam.” 


“By courier.” 


“Where is Paul?” 


“He sent them via Air Nanny.” 


“A what, now?” 


“Paul is holidaying in Jamaica with his new love and didn’t want to delay the kids visiting me, so he sent them business class with an Air Nanny. You just missed her. She was nice.” 


Craig hugged me first, then Marsha tugged my hand, forcing me to sit at a cafe table so she could doff her rucksack and crawl into my arms while her brother returned to his mother. Having witnessed her birth, the young girl I had known all of her life stared into my face with wide blue eyes filled with curiosity and love. 


“I missed you a lot, Carla.” 


“Did you, sweetheart?” 


“You left us without saying goodbye.” 


“I’m sorry. I wanted to run away from a boyfriend and a horrible job.” 


“Mom says you have a new boyfriend now. I talk to her daily on the phone, but I’m glad to be here with her and you now.” 


“You’ll meet Liam later, I promise.” 


“I’m seven years old now and haven’t seen you in ages. What’s been happening?” 


“We must catch up on the last few months then.” 


“That would be nice.” 


She yawned and fell asleep in my arms, jetlagged and overwhelmed by the excitement of long-distance travel. Marsha’s head rested into the crook of my neck, and I heard a light purring of her contentment. My goddaughter had the memory of a goldfish and wouldn’t remember the questions already asked, so I could expect to be reminded of them repeatedly. 


While the others left to start our fun exchange at the Trattoria, I sat with a child nestled for warmth and comfort close to my heart while my best friend sat opposite, doing the same with her sleeping son. 


“Are they okay, Sam?” 


“Marsha isn’t okay, but that’s not Paul’s fault. He’s been very conciliatory with me and puts the kids first, but then he always did.” 


“In what way is he putting the kids first?” 


 “He is willing to give me full custody as long as he can visit often. I said he could come anytime to be with them, and Margarita says he’s welcome to stay at the boarding house rent-free.” 


“Is he abandoning the kids?” 


“Not in a callous way. He can’t cope with them. Marsha is bed wetting, fretting constantly, and school has become a challenging place for her to be.” 


“She needs her Mom.” 


“Marsha needs Paul as well, but I think he and I agree I’m better placed to provide her with the love and attention she needs right now. I won’t deny him access, Carla, because this show of his faith in me is why I loved him so much while we were together.” 


“Does his leaving you still hurt?” 


“No. Paul has his soulmate, and now, so do I. We’re both more gay than straight, so I get why he left.” 


“You are more at peace here than I have ever seen you, Sam. 


“My kids and lover are here, and I also have my two best friends and, now, your mother.” 


I glanced around the piazza. It was mid-afternoon, and we were between services. The Trattoria ticked over, feeding more locals now that tourists were sparse and restaurant deals were outrageously competitive. 


As I cuddled Marsha and she snored peacefully, I considered our lives, mesmerized, staring at the floor. Our lives were like raindrops on the piazza paving slabs, and I noticed increasingly more islands gathered on our family ocean. 


Suddenly, it was pouring rain, and I leaped up laughing, carrying Marsha, trying to keep her dry while Sam cradled Craig. We were soaked before getting halfway across the piazza as the rain fell like a monsoon, drenching everything, so I let my charge down onto her feet, held both of her hands and danced in a circle, with Sam and Craig joining us. 


“What are we doing, Carla?” 


“We’re celebrating your arrival, sweetheart.” 


“Are we allowed to dance in the rain, then?” 


“We must.” 


Soon, others from inside the Trattoria came out to watch the deluge, and seeing us, they ran into the downpour, laughing and cheering. 


I saw Keady’s, Bella, Liam, Margarita, our Trattoria family, and Luca all splashing and kicking their way through growing puddles like children, holding hands, gradually forming a vast line of conviviality, skipping and singing a tune Bella belted out, everyone following her footsteps. 


Oh, how we band of merry folk danced and played, soon joined by joyous neighbors who spilled from their apartments onto the piazza of our lives. 



Chapter Seven

Absent Lovers

◆◆◆

I felt excited, no, aroused beyond belief. I trembled at the sheer audacity of his idea. My body wanted to fuck Liam so much, but my mind kept telling me it was wrong. Overwhelming hormones surged through me, demanding control of my actions be relinquished for them to exalt me as a woman.

Why could it be wrong?

Who is in charge here?

Who am I kidding? My vagina is controlling everything right now.

I squinted at Liam, carefully studying every tick, flinch, and emotional ripple on his face, checking to ensure he was serious and was sure of wanting to do this. For the first couple of days, my period was usually heavy, and it was my first time even considering having sex while I menstruated, so my nerves were shredded.

I tried whispering, but it sounded like an excited squeak.

“Are you sure about doing this, Liam?”

“We can use a towel on your bed, which I will put in the washing machine right afterward, or else we could do it in the shower.”

“Angelo will hear us making love in the shower… oh my god, my sister and Luca may hear us as well.”

“So what? I can’t see what’s wrong with it, honestly.”

What am I thinking?

What the fuck is he thinking?

Oh, come on, period sex is supposed to be great for menstrual cramps.

“Have you done this before, Liam? I mean, have you made love while a girlfriend got her period?”

“Never.”

“Why now? Why me?”

“I don’t know, Carla.”

“Please try and explain, darling. I’ve never done this, and I need to understand why it’s so important to you.”

I held both of his hands, squeezing tightly. I felt nervousness through his almost imperceptible finger trembling and from the excited look in Liam’s eyes that also rippled on his expression. There was no doubt he definitely wanted to make love.

“You are important to me, Carla, and my love for you feels spiritually motivated. I want to worship you, and I’ll confess something about you being ripe appeals to me.”

“Just wait until I’m ovulating.”

“Am I making sense, Carla?”

“Yes, honey. Let’s make love.”

“Where?”

“In our bed.”

“Okay.”

I had never made love during my period, and now I realized why. No boyfriend had ever asked me or even made intimate advances. Dave had always wanted me to wank or suck him off during my period while I got little more than a few kisses and a painful squeeze of my nipples.

Nobody, until now, had ever tried to fuck me while I was menstruating. I glanced down, composed myself, then smiled and kissed him quickly before pulling away.

“Give me two minutes, Liam.”

“Where are you going?”

“I must remove my menstrual cup in the bathroom. There isn’t a lot of room inside there for you otherwise.”

“Your what?”

“Google it.”

I was gone for two minutes, returning feeling vulnerable and very aroused. Liam lay on our bed with his phone in hand, so I crawled on top of him, feeling like a Tigress on the hunt. My hormones had already launched my physical body and sexual being into orbit, and I wanted my boyfriend badly.

I gripped Liam’s enormous stiff cock at its base, wanking him slowly to bring Liam to a full erection. He grinned at me, sliding the fingers of one hand gently through my hair. When I peeled his foreskin back, stretched the banjo string to its fullest extent, and slid my lips over his salty, sticky glans, he set the phone down, and I glimpsed an image of a menstrual cup before his screen blanked.

He cares enough to learn.

When Liam slid his cock deep inside my pussy, it felt incredible. I stretched wide to accommodate him while tensing my muscles against his stiffness, feeling every bloated vein as they drove through my fuck hole and pressed my soft tissue walls.

My body simmered on a fire of hormones that elevated every part of my body. The light cramping I’d suffered all day eased, and I was surprised my pussy engorged and took his cock so easily, probably since I was well lubricated by blood.

I stared into his gleeful eyes, feeling some trepidation, and had to ask.

“Does it feel nice inside me?”

“Fuck yeah!”

“For me, too. You feel wonderful.”

Liam gripped my ass cheeks with claw-like, powerful fingers while I wrapped both legs around his waist, spurring my heels hard into the crease between his ass cheeks and thighs, forcing his cock deep inside my wanton pussy.

My boyfriend’s eyes were on fire, and I saw absolute undying love radiating from them as I milked his cock once he was balls deep inside me. Somehow having Liam fuck me during my period felt more profound, and I suddenly realized I was wholly unleashed and would never need to abstain from lovemaking again.

“Are you sure there is no pain, Carla?”

“I feel great, honey. Now please, fuck me hard.”

My entire body quivered as Liam fucked me, increasing his stroke pace and depth until I was being utterly reamed, and the bed shook wildly while I moaned noisily. I didn’t care about the towel ruffling under my ass or the fact we would be overheard because I just wanted my boyfriend’s cock.

My orgasm exploded with extra verve, and I knew forever that a red light wouldn’t prevent my loving enjoyment of Liam again. I rode wave after wave of tumultuous ecstasy, thrashing around the bed, raking his back with my fingernails, and French kissing with wild abandon. He placed a palm on either side of my head and pinned my shoulders back with his wrists, using both hips to repeatedly slam an enormous cock deep inside me.

I had no place to go except euphoria.

When Liam’s semen flooded inside me, I felt ascendant, watching the cum face of a man I hoped would one day impregnate me. When his cock twitched vigorously, even though the prostate was empty, he collapsed on top of me, gasping, whimpering, and almost weeping.

“Are you okay, Liam?”

“I feel so emotional right now.”

“Why?”

“Because I love you with all of my heart, Carla.”

“I love you too.”

Although love’s chemistry beguiled us, I felt Liam was my soulmate. It didn’t concern me whether nature had conspired to bring us together or not because all that mattered was that we were joined, and I would do anything in my power to keep it that way.

“You need to wash your cock, honey.”

“I will. Give me a minute, please.”

True to his word, while I used the toilet, Liam stuffed our blood-stained love towel into the washing machine, which whirred almost silently when I returned to our bed. He lay with arms wide open, begging for my presence, so I dropped into his heavenly embrace.

“How do you feel now, Carla?”

“Unbelievably happy. My cramps have gone, and I want to snuggle.”

I lay in his arms, enjoying being his little spoon while Liam drifted to sleep. For days, I’d run hard with the many challenging facets of my life, and those tortuous thoughts coursed through my mind as I joined my boyfriend in a dream state.

The last thing I saw before reaching a deep sleep was Luca. He stood on a railway platform, smiled, and waved goodbye.

Then I cried.

When I woke, something bothered me, but I couldn’t recall what or why. Liam had coffee ready and our towel in the drier when I rose. I strolled into the kitchen, shielding my eyes, almost bumping into him.

He handed me a reasonably well-made cappuccino. I looked at the creamy surface collapsing fast like bubbles in a bath and smiled as though it were the best mug of coffee in the world.

“Very much appreciated.”

“I’ll practice making coffee, Carla.”

“If you spend half a day with Sam at the cafe, you’ll be an expert.”

“Now that’s a great idea. I’ll do that when I…”

“Come back?”

“Yeah”

“I’ll miss you too, Liam.”

When his voice trailed off, my eyes filled, and he pulled me close, hugging away my tears with his love. I wore my period panties and his t-shirt, feeling like a hormonal mess as I awkwardly sipped coffee while wrapped in a loving bear hug.

When the toaster popped, I nodded at the perfectly caramelized bread.

“We’d better eat breakfast because you leave in half an hour.”

“I’ll be back in four sleeps.”

“It feels like a lifetime, Liam.”

“I know, honey.”

“Could you return a day earlier, please?”

“If you need me, of course I shall.”

“Thursday is when Luca gets his cancer test results and a definitive prognosis.”

“Oh.”

“It’s a clear or not clear scenario, Liam.”

“And if he isn’t clear?”

“According to Bella, more treatment can be given, but it would only be life-extending, not a cure. This is Luca’s only hope at escaping the illness completely.”

“Cancer is a complex disease, Carla.”

“It’s fucking cruel.”

It felt like my life was being deconstructed around me. First, I’d missed my run, then the ritual setting out of our cafe with my friends, a group breakfast, and finally, in just a few minutes, Liam would leave me.

We kissed at the downstairs back door like reluctantly separated lovers. I kept hauling him back; then he ran back twice. Finally, Liam rushed across the piazza with a rucksack to grab his ATVO express bus departing from Piazzale Roma, about fifteen minutes away.

I cried after he left while sitting on my bed, staring forlornly at a few shirts and pants he left behind that were hung in my closet. I was struck by the fact Liam had done all our laundry before he left, saying nothing. I chuckled amid the tears when I saw perfectly straight creases ironed down the front of my check pants, something I had never done because it was a pet hate.

After I showered, dressed, and enjoyed another coffee, far more expertly made by Angelo, I was ready for work. My friend’s face was severely swollen, but his cuts and scrapes were healing. When I hugged him, he winced, and I remembered the terrible bruises on his cracked ribs.

“You can’t work today, Angelo. It’s only been two days. You must rest.”

“I thought perhaps I might help with some light duties. I crave company.”

I eyed him over the rim of my oversized white porcelain mug, caught up in a dilemma. Angelo couldn’t work an entire shift, yet he needed to do something positive to feel better. Sometimes, mental health trumps a person’s physical needs, so I acquiesced.

“Why don’t you help Sam at the cafe until you tire? She will be glad of someone who can make great coffee, and you can mostly sit.”

“Thank you, Carla.”

He seemed overjoyed, and I figured that being among friends, especially a gentle soul like Sam, would serve him well. I noticed he protected his rib cage frequently and decided to encourage him to attend a follow-up with the doctor in a few days.

“What about your parents?”

“They were arrested.”

“I know. Have they reached out to you?”

“Yes, but I won’t go to visit. Maybe a few years from now, when I have figured out my life, I will meet them, but today, it is too raw for me.”

“I think that’s a healthy choice, sweetheart. There is no need to slam doors shut forever, but for now, at least, you must look after number one.”

“Do you mind if I go to Sam now? I glanced out the window, and she already had a queue.”

“Please don’t overdo it.”

“I won’t.”

“Go and dress in your whites. You are a chef, after all.”

“Yes Chef… I mean, Carla.”

I checked my watch, knowing Liam would already be at the airport, probably checking in. As I sat at the kitchen breakfast bar of Mama’s home, I wondered how many times she had said goodbye to Jack Keady as I had done with my true love this morning.

I shook my head when the ugly thought of my Dad’s final departure from life occurred to me, and I felt annoyed with myself for feeling so negative.

When Angelo returned from his bedroom dressed in chef’s whites, I checked him over, observing our fastidious tradition underpinning his journeymanship. He was over the moon when I walked him across to Sam just as my breakfast club finished.

I talked with Sam for a few minutes, then kissed Marsha and Craig goodbye, waved at everyone else, and Bella linked her arm through mine to walk back to her Trattoria.

“Will you be with us on Thursday, please, Carla?”

“Of course. Do you mean for me to come to the clinic?”

“No. I mean, be in the doctor’s office with us when he explains Luca’s results.”

“Oh. Oh, umm, of course.”

“I hate to ask.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

I did mind, but not because I lacked empathy. It was for precisely the opposite reason. Suddenly, the walls around me closed in, and I got a tiny taste of what my sister dealt with daily. The thought of being in a doctor’s office while bad news was delivered cleaved my heart, and I felt tearful.

Bella saw I was crying and hugged me, causing my sobs to become more heart-rending.

“Are you okay? Liam left already, right?”

“Yeah… but, but, I need Luca to be okay, Bella.”

“My husband will be fine, Carla. I want you there in case he needs more treatment. I don’t want Luca wriggling out of more chemo with some bullshit excuse, and I figure a wife and two sisters are better than one.”

“Two sisters?”

“Margarita is also coming, while Sam will wait outside. The whole Trattoria will be there.

“You invited everyone?”

“No. I specifically told them to continue working, which is why I know they will come.”

I laughed at her irony while admiring my sister’s stoic and unyielding determination to see her husband through their darkest hour. Bella had never seemed like a victim, and now, as I studied her, it occurred to me that she didn’t intend to become a widow either.

“You are right, Bella. Everyone will be there, crowding outside.”

“You see. They all love Luca.”

“They all love you both.”`

“I am planning for every eventuality, Carla, because my husband is thinking only about one.”

“He’s only considering a cure, then?”

“Yes.”

When I left Bella in the dining room to get to my kitchen station, I felt afraid for my family. Mom was already working, laughing and joking with Sebastien, who seemed much improved now Angelo was safe and getting better.

I was just about to start working when Mom sidled close and whispered.

“There is a guy outside asking to see you.”

“A supplier?”

“He looks more like a player to me, Carla.”

“Is he six feet tall, looks like a famous soccer player, tanned, very handsome, dark hair tied back in a ponytail, and the sort you’d hate your daughter to date?”

“Sounds like you know him.”

“I do.”

I wiped my hands with a tea towel and strolled outside, ready to confront my least favorite, Lothario. Being on my period, having lost my boyfriend for the next few days, and feeling nervous about Thursday meant Salvatore couldn’t have picked a worse moment to hit on me.

When I rounded the corner, I saw he looked cute, even more so when handing over a bunch of flowers, but I knew this guy was on the prowl.

“Hi, Salvatore. Shall we go upstairs and do it in my bedroom right away, honey?”

“Ahh, my beloved girlfriend-in-waiting Carla and her amazing wit.”

“The flowers will look great on our Trattoria tables, but I don’t think we ordered them, or if we had, there would be at least twelve bunches.”

“These flowers are for you. A gift to show my esteem.”

“Did someone gift these to your mother, and you stole them?”

“Of course not.”

He clasped his heart with both hands as though mortally wounded. His down-curled lips added comedy to the moment. I sniffed the flowers, noting they were fresh and very nice. I stared at Salvatore, sizing up my next move, sharpening the blades of my mind, ready to eviscerate him.

“I know. You got these from a trader who had a job lot and can’t shift them. By the way, your buckled knees and heartbroken lover routine are a bit much, Salvatore.”

“I bought these flowers especially for you.”

“What is it then? Is today the patron saint of sexual predators?”

“Whoa, Carla… I never laid a finger on you. Why are you projecting such hostility at me?”

I saw genuine hurt in his expression, which surprised me. I studied him carefully and momentarily saw a handsome man behind the player, but that vulnerability was so fleetingly available that I couldn’t let my guard down.

“I bid farewell to my boyfriend a couple of hours ago, and now, here you are. Do you have a friend at the bus station recording who goes where?”

“You are a cynical woman, Carla.”

“Why are you here?’

“For you.”

“Because Liam is gone, and the tourist girls are thin on the ground? Do you need another plaything until summer’s warmth brings fresh prospects?”

“Not at all, although I confess to knowing your boyfriend is not here.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw him leave.”

“Are you stalking me now?”

“Of course not. I passed him on his way to the bus station. I was paying a supplier. He even said hi to me.”

“Only because he didn’t know you’d use anything, even roofies, to sleep with his girlfriend.”

“I would not.”

He looked indignant, waving a finger at me like a dog owner scolding their pet. Salvatore was speechless and looked deeply upset. He shook his head, spun on his heels, stormed off, and I felt pleased, having vanquished another demon.

“You are quite wrong about him, Carla.”

I spun around as quickly as Salvatore had when he marched off and saw our Boucher taking a break. Maria smoked a cigarette and wore a macabre apron that was already covered in streaks of blood, having readied most of our meat cuts for the day. I liked the professional girl in her mid-twenties but couldn’t fathom why she might come to Salvatore’s rescue.

“Oh, hi Maria. I didn’t hear you coming out.”

“Sorry. Your chastisement of Salvatore entertained me, so I kept quiet and watched him roasting on your spit.”

“You know him?”

“Salvatore is my cousin.”

“Ahh, sorry.”

“He deserves all he gets, in my opinion.”

“But I thought you just said I was wrong about him.”

“Salvatore deserves what he gets because he puts on an act of bravado, making himself seem like someone and something he is not. He’s much nicer and far less promiscuous than you believe. Even his mother doesn’t know him well.”

“Why not?”

“Through emotional blackmail, Aunt Renate has trapped her son into a job he hates. Every time Salvatore moves to leave the restaurant, she wails about being his poor Mama who cannot cope alone.”

“What else would he do?”

“Salvatore is a highly qualified marine engineer. He receives calls daily from around the world. Companies want him to build a port, a new jetty or decommission an old oil rig. He turns everyone down, then, in his free time, he calls them on voice or video and talks his friends and contacts through problem-solving on immense projects.”

I looked doubtful and felt skeptical but had no reason to disbelieve Maria and yet, she did not sound credible. I considered what she said for a moment and wondered if Salvatore seemed lazy because he was exhausted from maintaining a life his mother denied him, desperately keeping his contacts and network alive.

“Are you honestly saying Salvatore is a nice guy?”

“He is just like Luca. If you met Bella’s man alone for the first time, you’d probably think he would reach inside your panties within a matter of minutes, given the opportunity, right?

“Well, yes… that’s true.”

“In my years as Boucher here, I never saw that man ill-treat anyone, let alone a woman. He is an amazing guy, but for some odd reason, he is also affected by this male madness.”

“I misjudged Luca, too.”

“It is typical of Italian men. Salvatore is all machismo but underneath he is loyal and kind to everyone.”

“Why does he project a lie?”

“You’d have to ask him. Even though he is my cousin, I don’t know. I tried with him, but he wouldn’t touch me.”

“Tried what, Maria?”

“What do you think?”

“Oh my.”

“One hundred years ago, cousin marriage accounted for fifty percent of all in Italy.”

“Wow.”

“I was eighteen and believed I loved Salvatore. He could easily have been my first, but he pleaded with me to remain a virgin until I was married. He is a good man. My parents also say it, but his mother uses one ploy or another to brush the girls aside.”

“I see.”

“I must go now. A half pig awaits my attention and it will not joint itself.”

Maria smiled, knowing she’d just thrown me a curveball. I had no romantic feelings towards Salvatore, but I was guilty of being mean-spirited when all he had done was play out a romantic theatre that hooked me in the wrong way.

I enjoyed a light lunch with my extended family because my uncles, aunt, and cousins were doing some final sightseeing throughout the day before they returned to New York on the red eye. Uncle Grant led the farewell wishes since he was the eldest.

“Will you visit us in New York, Bella?”

“Yes, of course. I must finalize some things here, and then Luca, Carla, and I will travel together.”

“We’ll have a big celebration to welcome you into the family proper. You are a Keady now, just like Carla.”

“It will be nice for me to have a family and get to know everyone, Uncle Grant.”

“I’ve invited Margarita as well. We owe her a great deal of hospitality in return for her kindness.”

“I guess we are all one big family, Uncle.”

Mom was the only one from our family who knew Luca was sick. Had news of his illness been shared with the others, I was sure they would insist on staying to support Bella. She was vehemently against people changing their plans and swore us all, including my mother, to the utmost secrecy.

When my family finally bid farewell, Mom and I stood on either side of Bella with our arms linked. I felt solidarity with both other women, but part of me feared that the light, chilly breeze whipping up a storm of goosebumps on my arms was dragging an ill wind with it.

Mom left because she had a few things to do and Bella tried to pull me toward the Trattoria but I had something else on my mind.

“Are you coming inside, Carla? It’s getting chilly.”

“I’ll be along soon. There is someone I must see because I owe him an apology.”


Chapter Eight

Making My Apology

◆◆◆

I wasn’t sure if immediately apologizing to Salvatore was a good move, but since I had no romantic inclinations toward him, it couldn’t hurt. It was Monday, and by Thursday, I would be caught in a maelstrom day of days with Luca and Bella, joining them in a doctor’s meeting that might be the best or worst hour of our lives.

I wanted to rid myself of emotional baggage before that crucial clinic appointment, and ill-treating Salvatore was the number one problem playing on my mind.

As evening approached, the days had shortened, typical in the early winter. A chilly evening breeze pervaded, so I tightened my waterproof, fleece-lined jacket and zipped it. I hurried through rapidly emptying streets and across several Piazza, reaching Salvatore’s family restaurant in record time and with scant light remaining.

Their restaurant was surprisingly empty. A few Gondola and water taxi drivers hung out at the bar with other locals, drinking frothy lager while eating cicchetti, an arrangement of food served on small dishes similar to tapas or meze.

A tall, pretty girl, around twenty years old, wearing a waitressing uniform, saw me, smiled and waved, then wove a route from behind the bar counter that impressively dodged every stray hand that tried to pat her ass.

She dropped off two drinks at a couple’s table on the way and made straight for me, wearing a friendly smile. I took her hand when she offered it, shaking enthusiastically, matching her.  

“You’re Carla.”

“Hi.”

“I’m Antonia.”

“Hello… you have me at a disadvantage. How do you know me?”

“I am Salvatore’s sister. You work with my cousin Maria, who says you are awesome. Tell me… have you come to chide my brother again?”

She grinned mischievously as though chastising Salvatore was an Olympic sport, and she was the event’s reigning champion. I paused for thought, not wishing to become the plaything in a sibling dispute.

“Umm… is he here, please?”

“Yes… shall I get him for you?”

“Yes, please.”

“Can I watch you skewer him?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Okay, as you please.”

Antonia grinned politely, but I couldn’t tell if I was being set up for an argument in the few minutes she was absent or whether the younger sister, intent on enjoying her brother’s unease, might eavesdrop on our conversation and tease the poor man later. When Salvatore appeared, he saw me and instantly became crabby, hardly surprising since I had accused him of being willing to rape me.

Fuck! Did I say that?

“Is there something wrong, Carla?”

“Can you take a walk with me, please? I’d like to talk.”

“You said plenty already, and none of it was nice. Why would I open myself up to more hostility?”

“I’d like to set things straight between us.”

“People are talking already about your accusation. You savagely attacked me, questioning my decency.”

“That’s a very rapid gossip network, Salvatore.”

“When anyone in Italy tells you they don’t gossip, they really mean that they gossip a great deal. Everyone here gossips all of the time.”

“Okay, point taken.”

“You are making a spectacle of us right now. The men at the bar never gossip, and neither does my sister, so by the time you return to Bella’s, nobody will know you came here.”

His tone was sarcastic, and Salvatore looked cynical. His comment would have been funny in an ironic way had I not so much on my mind or he been so irritable. 

“I understand that now, Salvatore. Come on, let’s leave quickly. Follow me, please.”

I saw Antonia lurking behind a wooden beam, listening in. At twenty years old, she probably didn’t appreciate the benefit of having a supportive older sibling, and there was most likely an intense rivalry going on that I wanted nothing to do with.

Outside, the chill of darkness caught me, and a swell from the wake of a passing passenger ferry sent waves sloshing over the concrete pier, forcing water around our feet. That also kicked up a stink, so I marched away from Salvatore’s family restaurant, knowing he would follow me, if only for curiosity’s sake.

Around the corner, in a small, shaded piazza, I spun quickly to apologize and accidentally found myself in Salvatore’s arms. It wasn’t a deliberate attempt on his part to cop a feel; we just collided, and he held my arms to steady me. His embrace was gentle like I would expect from Liam if I were about to trip.

I stared into his eyes, seeing a gentleman’s genuine concern for a lady, with kindness and an acceptable measure of lust sparkling in his eyes. Salvatore quickly released me, shaking his hands before backing away faster than I did, looking terrified. I was pretty surprised because it was an innocent clinch caused by me, but somehow, that moment held a deeper meaning to him.

“I don’t have ebola, Salvatore. I didn’t expect you to be so close behind me, is all.”

“You said to follow you. I did what you asked.”

“Like you always do what you are asked?”

My voice dripped with sarcasm, and I frowned, checking my shitty attitude while reminding myself why I’d come and inconvenienced him.

“How do you know I don’t do what is asked of me out of kindness and respect for others? In any event, if a guy accused you of something heinous, I’m pretty sure you’d be horrified if he marched into your arms.”

“It’s different for girls.”

“Why? Because I am a man who uses date rape drugs on women, and you are such an incredibly nice person, unlike me. You are quite an unnecessarily nasty woman at times, Carla. You should befriend my sister because you are kindred spirits.”

He nodded, maintaining a respectful tone while scolding me. I was stunned into silence and suddenly felt very ashamed. I was guilty of applying double standards. He was right; I would have been horrified if Salvatore insulted me and then walked into my arms, even by accident.

“I came here to apologize for what I said earlier.”

“You came here to make yourself feel better about being mean, Carla.”

“That’s also true.”

“Which statement is true? You came to say sorry, or are you doing it to feel better?”

“Can’t both of those reasons simultaneously be true?”

“We’re talking about paradoxes now, Carla?”

“Look, okay… apologizing to you for my poor behavior will assuage my guilt for having treated you badly, but right now, you are making my apology pointless because you won’t accept it.”

“You didn’t offer an apology yet; you merely stated you came here to do that.”

“No… okay, that’s true.”

I felt frustrated, caught in a battle of wits centered on semantics and feelings, so I stared at the moon, counted to ten, and breathed deeply. On the one hand, I felt desperate to apologize, while on the other, I did not wish to play a silly to-and-fro game of childish squabbling.

The sun had set quickly, and darkness shrouded us, so I needed to resolve this problem and move on. I composed myself, leveled my gaze at Salvatore, and prostrated myself to the gods of apology.

“I am sorry for what I said to you, Salvatore.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?”

“Why are you sorry? There is little point in apologizing if you don’t know what damage you caused the other person.”

“Okay, well… I wrongly referred to you as a rapist. It was banter used hastily and in very poor taste.”

I was shocked that my apology took so much effort. Salvatore looked aghast and confused, wagging an angry finger in the air, utterly speechless. He paced a few steps from side to side, shaking his head and muttering incoherently while I was rooted to the spot amid torrid emotions. 

When he stopped muttering, Salvatore stared at me with a most serious expression.

“Seriously, Carla? An accusation of rape is banter between men and women now, is it?”

“No, it isn’t.”

“You accused me of being willing to rape you, and nothing could be further from the truth.”

“Ahh, come on. You are making a big deal about nothing here. This is getting stupid.”

“To hell with you, spiteful wretch.”

“To hell with you, too, Salvatore.”

I was left standing alone, feeling stupid because he spun and stormed off hastily, muttering in Italian, something I would do if our roles were reversed, minus the beautiful lingo. I stared after Salvatore, stunned he had walked away, leaving me figuratively grasping at straws.

A few passers-by shot me accusatory, unsympathetic glances as though I had just upset a boyfriend, prompting me to set the situation right, so I ran after his disappearing shadow.

“Salvatore!”

“Hey! Salvatore! Stop, please.”

He stopped in his tracks, and, in my mind, I fleetingly recalled our earlier conversation, wondering whether Salvatore really always did what he was asked. I grabbed his arm and casually spun him around, stunned by what I saw.

“I’m so- Jesus Christ Salvatore, are you crying?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“Fucking hell… must everything be a quarrel with you?”

“No.”

“Here… have a tissue and wipe your eyes before someone who doesn’t gossip sees us and gets the wrong idea.”

“You catch on quickly, Carla.”

I slipped him a menthol-laced tissue from a handy ten-pack and looked away while he dabbed his cheeks. Salvatore sniffed, proving that he had cried and that it wasn’t a breeze that caught his eye wrongly.

When he looked at me with cute, sad eyes, I saw a different man from the Lothario I had always presumed Salvatore to be, realizing how wrongly I had labeled him.

“Tell me why you are so upset about my stupid, thoughtless, and unfair comment?”

“You could only have done me a greater disservice by suggesting I molested a child or murdered someone. Rape is a serious matter, Carla, and I am not the sort of man who would do it or accept others who do.”

He constantly surprised and shamed me as I took a metaphorical beating, wondering why I had been so mean. The worst Salvatore had done was stare at a camel toe one day, which was one hundred percent my fault for displaying my wares publicly. Aside from that, his behavior towards me had never been so offensive as to attract my ire.

“I have been incredibly insensitive toward you, Salvatore, and I have no excuse. Please accept my unreserved apology.”

“Apology accepted with thanks. I hope you have a lovely evening, and please offer Luca and Bella my best wishes.”

He stretched out a hand, which I stared at before taking gingerly and shaking. I was reeling emotionally, partly from his utter decency but also from the emotional effect apologizing had on me.

Why the fuck am I feeling aroused?

Salvatore turned and walked away as though done with me for the rest of his life. That saddened me because he was indeed a better man than I’d thought, and it might have been nicer if we could remain friends.

I watched him round the corner, tucked my hands in my pockets, and strolled away, shaking my head, with no clue why Salvatore had triggered a profound sexual response in me. There was no denying the moistness in my panties, solid, trembling nipples, and a tingling sensation throughout my body, warming me.

I needed Liam right away, partly to quench my desire but mostly so I could erase my Italian lust interest.

When I reached the Trattoria just in time for our evening service, I was pleased we were fully booked because I needed work to calm and regulate me. Bella frequently glanced at me, and I knew she figured something was up.

When a break came, and I stood outside cooling off in more ways than one, she dragged me away from the kitchen back door to ensure we were not overheard. I got two raised eyebrows, an accusatory, cheeky smile, and the giggle of a woman who knew.

“What the hell did you do, naughty girl?”

“Oh fuck! Oh my. Oh fuck!”

I paced around, repeatedly slamming a fist softly into my forehead while she continued laughing and pointing at me.

“Did you make love to someone other than Liam, Carla?”

“No! No! No! Fuck no!”

“What is it then?”

“I visited Salvatore to apologize for my unkind and insensitive remark.”

“Is this about you calling him a rapist?”

“I didn’t do that… well, not exactly. Jesus Bella, does everyone around here gossip?”

“Nobody in Italy gossips, sweetheart. Although, I did hear mention that you inferred Salvatore would use rape drugs.”

“I didn’t mean it literally.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“What? What do you see?”

She grinned knowingly, wagging a finger at me from head to toe as though my entire body was guilty of an offense.

“You saw the real Salvatore, and it shocked you?”

“Yes. I thought he was a man whore, and it seems I was mistaken.”

“Hah! You saw the nice, vulnerable guy who helps old ladies carry their shopping home and plays football with the boys and girls in the street?”

“Yes, yes… oh my, Bella. I fucked up so badly today… twice.”

“Did you catch feelings for Salvatore?”

“No… I mean… I don’t know. I love Liam, right?”

“I believe you do.”

“I do.”

“But Salvatore appealed to you in a moment, under the moon, in a romantic piazza, in a beautiful city when he revealed himself.”

“Yes, he did appeal in a very fiery way.”

Bella sat on the back of a bench with her feet on its seat, beckoning me for a hug. Wrapped in her arms, I felt better, so I cried.

“This is Venice, my dear. Strange things happen to love.”

“I feel awful.”

“How bad was it, Carla?”

“I got hot and bothered.”

“You were turned on, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Put it out of your mind, sister.”

“What if it means something?”

“It means he is a nice guy, handsome, and with a body, most girls would like to fuck. It doesn’t mean you would, or even could, and it certainly doesn’t mean you will. Liam left this morning; you got your period, and we have lots of emotional shit going on.”

“How did you know I got my period?”

“I’m your older sister. We have ways of knowing.”

I laughed, and she did, too. Then, we both had a fit of giggles that drew Luca from the restaurant to see what was happening. Once he saw that all was well, my brother-in-law returned inside to continue with service.

I followed Bella around the Piazza, linking her arm through mine as we talked.

“If you don’t have one, buy a vibrator, Carla. Masturbation is good for everyone’s mental health when their lover is unavailable.”

“Angelo might hear me.”

“We all heard you and Liam last night. Tell him to wear headphones; buy some if he doesn’t have them. I’m sure Angelo takes care of himself when he and Sebastien cannot be together.”

“On that score… how do they take care of making love?”

“They use Sebastien’s house. His parents are far more relaxed about their son’s sexuality than Angelo’s. He will go there and come back to sleep here, no harm, no fuss, and no questions asked.”

“Why won’t he bring Sebastien here?”

“He won’t do it out of respect for you and me. Even if Angelo had a girlfriend, he would not bring her to sleep in your apartment. Don’t try to understand that part of him, Carla.”

“So long as he is happy and safe, I’ll stay out of his business.”

I worked through to the end of my shift, making excuses to take an early night rather than wind down with my colleagues. I needed to make sense of what happened with Salvatore, and the only way to do that was to crack open a bottle of wine, sit quietly, think it through, and then call Liam for a heart-to-heart.

I couldn’t believe my sister was through the apartment door seconds behind me, removing her apron as though she lived with me.

“What are you doing here, Bella?”

“Fixing your head, girl.”

“Why?”

“You are not calling Liam to tell him you got the female equivalent of a hard-on for some cute guy. He will freak out, and you will ruin his evening.”

“Don’t shout it out. Angelo will hear us.”

“He’s with Sebastien; now pour that wine you were planning on drinking alone, you fucking tawdry maiden. Two glasses, please.”

Given the circumstances, I uncorked and poured the excellent house red. Bella touched her glass to mine and grinned wildly like my sexual dilemma was some teenage dreamy high jinx we could solve together.

She grinned at me while sipping wine, taunting me to open the conversation where we left off in the Piazza.

“It’s not funny, Bella. I want my relationship to work with Liam. I can’t go through courtship lusting after other men.”

“Do you think Liam doesn’t lust after other women, Carla?”

“Of course he does.”

“Then what is the difference? His cock gets hard, and you moisten, tremble, and get solid nipples.”

“It never happened to me before.”

“You never got aroused before?”

“Yes, but not when I was with someone.”

“Did you ever meet a guy as beautiful as Salvatore before?”

“Luca is equally good-looking, and I don’t swoon at him.”

“True, but you had no chemistry with my husband, and neither did he with you.”

“What is your point, Bella?”

“You had an emotional moment with Salvatore. Consider it a peek behind the curtain where you glimpsed the real man. You liked what you saw; there was some biology and chemistry but nothing more. It happens; now move on.”

“Has it happened to you?”

“A few times.”

“And what did you do?”

“I flirted once but pulled back because my love for Luca is boundless, and I would never trade that for a fling.”

“I feel that way with Liam.”

“You have known him a few weeks. Love has beguiled you both, and maybe it grows, but it may not.”

“Then I am being caught up by my emotions?”

“Of course. For heaven’s sake, take a cold shower. Liam is a great guy, and you love him.”

“Thank you, Bella.”

“That is what sisters and friends do for each other. In any case, Luca and I have free pass arrangements.”

“Come again?”

“We always agreed to name one person for whom we would step out of our marriage for one night. It is a game that means nothing. Luca picked Jennifer Lawrence.”

“That will never happen.”

“That’s why it is harmless fun between us.”

“Who did you pick?”

“Alan Ritchson.”

“Fucking Jack Reacher?”

“Well, come on… wouldn’t you?”

I pictured the heartthrob, muscle-bound, gorgeous actor while shrugging and wobbling my head from side to side.

“I would, yes.”

After one glass of wine, my sister left to join her husband, a far more deserving case for her time. The more I processed my feelings on the matter, the more I realized she was right. Salvatore’s emotional and vulnerable state, my misdeed, and several other factors conspired to stimulate my hormones.

It was chemistry and nothing more than that.

When Angelo returned home, he hugged me, and I poured him the last glass of wine, shaking the bottle sadly when it was empty. His face healed quickly, and unsightly swelling and bruising had reduced throughout the day.

Sam messaged me to compliment him on what a wonderful kid he was, and I knew she must have showered him with praise because he seemed buoyant.

“Did you have a good shift at the cafe?”

“I like Sam so much. She works hard and knows everything about coffee. Did you know Oregon is famous for coffee?”

“The State is a mecca for caffeine junkies; yes, I knew.”

“One day, I will go there. Sam says it is a wonderful place.”

“Sam is a beautiful soul, Angelo.”

“Her kids are cute as hell. I hope they will all choose to stay here with us.”

“I think that is the plan.”

“She must complete a residency process and legitimize her stay here. If someone finds out she is casually working at the cafe, they will expel her and the kids, and they may not return for years.”

“Oh… I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Don’t worry. I started the process already.”

“How?”

“Sebastien’s mother is our local immigration officer. She is going to legitimize Sam and her family tomorrow.”

“What, really? In one day?”

“It matters who you know here. It’s fixed, but I prefer you tell her the Trattoria did this and leave me and Sebastien out of it.”

“Sam would wish to thank you both.”

“I prefer she doesn’t. I want Sam to like me because I am a nice man, not because I helped her. Sebastien is like-minded.”

“You are a good man, Angelo, perhaps the best of all.”

“I will be like Luca and you, the Patroness, too. I enjoy being part of this family.”

“So do I, honey.”

His simple, honest manner lifted me, and I kissed him on the cheek before he retired to enjoy a shower and a well-earned rest. I tidied, washed three glasses, and stared out the window, enjoying a starry night, contemplating life, love, and its frequent ambiguity.

After I showered, I wore one of Liam’s shirts to bed, rolling in a lonely melancholy. I stared at my phone and my boyfriend’s name on my most recent messages, wondering whether I should call.

“Hi, Carla. I was turning in. You just caught me before I set my phone to Do Not Disturb.”

“Hi baby, I miss you.”

“I almost turned around at the airport but thought you might freak out.”

“I can’t wait to see you again.”

“Me too. What did you get up to today? Anything interesting?”

“Just the usual, Liam. Nothing out of the ordinary. How was your day?”


Chapter Nine

Family Is Forever

◆◆◆

I woke early, having slept well, and gained a bounce in my step. As I pulled on my gear, happiness surged through me, and I felt pleased to go for a run, having canceled that pleasure and mental health essential too many times in recent days.

When setting off, I suddenly veered in a long half-circle, deliberately changing my route to avoid Renata’s restaurant and a chance meeting with Salvatore.

It was Tuesday, and a conclusion to Luca’s cancer seemed a million years away. Whenever I dwelled on his illness, my nerves frayed, so I was glad to pound Venice’s streets, putting an inch in my step as I flew past the fish market, but not because of the smell. I wanted to avoid all human contact, something I needed when extreme pressure bit hard.

I stretched my legs out, desperate to rid myself of negative thoughts, so I focused on love, and Salvatore instantly popped into my mind, quickly followed by Liam. I pressed my body harder, pumping my fists in time with my knees, feeling ashamed of myself and the arousal that possessed so much power to affect me.

As I turned into a narrow alley, my heart thumped irregularly, aching terribly from a searing stitch. I breathed awkwardly, and my legs weighed like lead, so I pulled up on a small humpback bridge spanning a narrow neighborhood canal.

When I fell to my knees sobbing, I knew a physical breakdown accompanied my mental anguish. Two strong hands lifted and guided me to a bench beside a small art gallery, where I sat heavily.

“You must rest, young lady.”

“Wh-what?”

“You’ve been running with the hare and hunting with the hounds far too long.”

“I’m fine.”

“You look far from fine to me. Now rest, my dear, and gather your strength - you’ll need it to get back home.”

“I’ll be okay in a minute. Thank you.”

“Mostly, things are going so well for you, but it’s important to let situations happen rather than constantly worry and react to them when you can’t change the outcome.”

“You sound like my Dad. Go with the flow, Carla.”

“Then go with the flow, Carla.”

“Funny.”

I leaned forward on the bench, trembling and feeling sick, holding my face in both hands. The man who rescued me from a weeping wreck strewn across the bridge sounded middle-aged with a soft, kind tone that warmed me.

I stared at the paving slabs below, watching my tears pockmark them like raindrops or small dark islands in a gray ocean.

“Luca will be fine, Carla, and everything will work out with your life. You are here, right where I always wanted you to be.”

“What did you just say?”

I felt horrified, and my head snapped up. I stared at him, but the man wasn’t there because he never had been. I looked in all directions, but there was no man who could have helped me off the floor and sat down with me to talk.

A woman eyed me curiously as she approached, and I realized I must have looked terrible.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t seem to be.”

“Did a middle-aged man pass you by?”

“Nobody has passed me for the last five minutes. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I think so.”

I grinned and leaned back, taking deep breaths while relaxing my body. Dad always said he would be there in a crisis, and I guessed now was the moment he reached out to me. I suddenly felt reinvigorated, imbued by my father’s strength.

It was obvious that Jack Keady hadn’t visited me from some supernatural realm, and no stranger had picked me up, but in my hour of need, the hard wiring of a father I loved with all of my heart meant that his soul was there for me.

I walked and jogged back to my apartment, not wishing to push my body further, enjoying the early morning sights and sounds of a wakening Venice. With fewer rolling suitcases, the vibrancy of this spectacular place spoke to me more clearly.

Bella stood outside our cafe puffing on a joint, blowing smoke like an on-stage performance in a 1950s noir theatre production. My sister sat down and pointed to a chair opposite her, which I took, resting my recovering body. 

“You walked instead of ran this morning, sister?”

“I didn’t feel great halfway around, so I stopped; well, actually, I collapsed in a heap on a bridge. I pushed myself too hard, and my legs went from under me. Then I had a mini breakdown.”

“Oh my god. Are you okay, Carla?”

“Dad was there for me. I feel much better now.”

“You mean Dad was there metaphysically, right?”

“I hope so, or I attended his funeral and grieved for nothing. It’s bizarre, Bella, but do you believe that when you love people enough, they stay with you always?”

“Like they live in your heart and thoughts?”

“Yes.”

“It feels that way for me with Mama. Do you feel Dad’s presence often?”

“I hear him urging me in some regards, but today was different. It felt like he was there, lifting me off the floor and talking to me, calming my nerves.”

“What did he say to you, Carla?”

“He told me Luca will be fine.”

Bella wiped a tear away and shook her head before staring at the heavens as though some divine intervention might wipe away her troubles. When she dropped her head and looked at me, I saw less hope than I wanted from her.

“I fear the worst, sister. It came on me last night like a creeping terror that shook me awake every time I closed my eyes. I never had such a bad night’s sleep.”

“I feel afraid, too.”

“Don’t mention your fall to Luca, please. He takes every bad moment in anyone’s life as an omen of his continued misfortune.”

“I feel much better now, Bella, and honestly, Dad’s memory had revived me.”

“I’m glad.”

We shared what remained of her joint before setting up the cafe in record time. Sam, her kids, Margarita, my mother, and Angelo all helped. When breakfast hit our family table, I felt ravenous and ate heartily, enjoying the positivity of my friends and Sam’s children being nearby.

Craig and Marsha took to Margarita immediately, as she had to them. They buzzed around her, helping fetch and carry plates, glasses, and food while she made them chase her around tables.

I wondered if Paul might have made a grave error in choosing to parent from afar and infrequently. Sam would do her utmost to include him in their children’s lives, but that would only work if he were equally keen.

When we sat down, I felt surrounded by my family. Luca joined us from the Trattoria, sitting as close to Bella as he could, serving food to her plate like it was the last time he might. I was glad when Sam had an announcement to make because we were all becoming increasingly glum.

“I wanted to thank you, Bella.”

“What for dear?”

“I received a letter from a local immigration officer this morning. They said I have been fast-tracked for a work visa and residency to help me get the kids into school here.”

“I haven’t applied for anything yet, Sam. I was going to visit Immigration next Monday. I’m sorry; it wasn’t me who did this, but I am pleased for you, the kids, and all of us.”

Bella seemed confused, while Sam looked shocked, but Angelo went as white as a sheet, staring at me with his big eyes popping out on stalks and jaw-dropping. I placed my hand reassuringly on his.

“You cannot hide from friends in this way, Angelo. When you do a nice thing for someone, they deserve to be told. It is important to know who your true friends are.”

“You promised to say nothing about this, Chef.”

“I didn’t promise you, sweetheart, because you never swore me to it.”

“But, but, but-. That’s a technicality.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ll see it is for the best.”

Sam stood, circled the table, and kneeled before Angelo, taking his hands from me. She twisted her lips and squinted through teary eyes, with a face rippling with overwhelming emotions. She looked in disbelief at the young man, who suddenly seemed petrified.

“Did you do this for me and my children, Angelo?”

“Yes… but-.”

“Oh, I love you so much, dear man. Hug me, please.”

Sam hugged him tightly, sobbing into his face with her forehead touching his while he cried. It felt like another tear-wrenching turn on our emotional roller coaster, and I noticed Bella, Luca, and Margarita wiping their eyes.

I held my emotions back for as long as possible, but finally, I cried. My tears began for Angelo’s kindness but continued for Luca’s sadness.

Sam hauled Angelo to his feet, and Marsha joined their small group hug. Craig quickly followed, and thus, another challenge in the lives of my extended family was overcome. Bella took Sam’s and Margarita’s hands like a broader sisterhood existed between us all.

“I am pleased for your family, Sam.”

“Does this mean I can continue working at the cafe?”

“No, my dear.”

“Oh my. I though-.”

“The cafe needs proper management. Would you like that job?”

“Oh wow… yes, please.”

“We can agree on a salary and share of the profits later. I am thrilled you and the children are staying, Sam, because our family strengthens daily.”

I stood up and waved to my friends, heading back across the Piazza. Fate struck me again with another visitation, but this one didn’t possess the same good fortune as my earlier liaison. Salvatore rounded a corner and headed on a path intersecting mine. We couldn’t veer away without making it evident to the other, so I stayed on course, noting he did, too.

As we closed on an intersection point, I smiled; he didn’t, but when we were meters from each other, Salvatore spoke.

“Good morning, Carla. I hope you are well.”

“Thank you, Salvatore; good morning to you, too.”

He slowed, nodded politely, and allowed me to pass in front, almost skipping out of my way. Salvatore didn’t even glance at me, which shook me up, so I stopped, turned, and held out my hands in exasperation. 

“Must it be frosty between us forever?”

He paused, and half turned, looking doleful, reaching into my sympathetic femininity. I hated seeing people I liked, even half liked, well, liked enough, in pain, and it was clear to me that I had deeply upset Salvatore.

“I don’t know what you mean, Carla.”

“You barely acknowledged me just then.”

“I said good morning. What more should we discuss?”

“Can’t we be friends, Salvatore?”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“Do you want me to tell you the truth, Carla?”

“They say the truth sets you free.”

I smiled, trying to elicit any positive response, but Salvatore seemed determined to defeat even my most determined foray into his happier disposition. His emotional barriers were up, and I stared at an impenetrable man.

“Okay, Carla. You girls are marvelous creatures that enchant and trap men’s hearts. When you pick one, forsaking all others, do you spare a thought for those you consign to the friend zone along the way?”

“I guess not, but I didn’t trap you, Salvatore. You did that.”

“And now you want to friend-zone me?”

“It seems the nice thing to do.”

“Maybe you never intended to enchant, but I can’t get you out of my head. You make me behave in the most idiotic ways, and I hate myself every time I close my eyes and see you with me, walking hand in hand as a couple.”

“It’s just lust, Salvatore. A cold shower will solve the problem.”

I was speaking from experience and specifically about the evening prior when, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, my sexual biology erupted while I stood humbling myself to a man I wanted to dislike forever.

Even now, a warm tingling of excitement shimmered through me.

“It is nice for you to believe that I’m just feeling a bit horny, Carla. It fits with your overall opinion of me, but it isn’t true.”

“What is true, then?”

Why the fuck did you ask?

“I am in love with you, Carla.”

“Woah! What did you say?”

“I know. It’s probably not what you expected me to say.”

“Come again?”

“I said, I love you, Carla.”

“How did that happen?”

“I can’t explain why, and frankly, I don’t care to expose my emotions further, so why not just pass me by every time you see me and enjoy the rest of your life? I do not wish to join your friend zone, and I’d rather not be accused of pursuing you for dishonorable reasons.”

I was rooted to the spot, utterly stupified by his declaration. He half smiled, half scowled, looking almost cutely embarrassed, then turned and walked away, waving.

“Have a lovely day, Carla.”

“Yeah… you too.”

My sister had seen our encounter and skipped over, looking pleasant while savagely bitten by curiosity.

“What happened there, Carla?”

“Salvatore just said he loves me.”

“Oh fuck!”

“Yeah… oh fuck!”

I wasn’t sure what else to say because I was in a heady daze, trembling all over. I nodded at my sister and took my leave of her.

In my apartment, I stumbled around, drank water, and then dropped the glass, smashing it. I cursed my clumsiness, cut a finger while cleaning shards of my life off the floor, and then mistakenly threw my running gear into the dishwasher instead of the washing machine.

I screamed in the shower out of frustration because processing what Salvatore said and how I felt about that, and him was hard work. I had lingering negative feelings about his rapscallion nature, but oh, how I wanted to bed that fine man.

Was he serious about loving me?

Why do I care?

I couldn’t shake what happened between Salvatore and me because I hadn’t gotten closure on anything, not even my apology. Men always fell into three categories for me. There were guys I dated, always only one at a time and exclusively. Then, there were those guys who slid into my friend zone, who I believed were happy being there. Finally, there were guys I didn’t like or who didn’t want to be friendly with me.

Salvatore didn’t fit into any one of my three silos, and that meant I had no closure.

After I dressed and scampered downstairs, I ran into Mom in the kitchen, who was occupying Angelo’s station. She grinned knowingly, so I assumed she had spotted my mid-piazza liaison, saying nothing at the time.

She draped an arm around my shoulder as I rolled out my knife set, preparing for our shift.

“Men are such awkward creatures, aren’t they, daughter? When you think you have them all figured out, they say or do something that throws your balls in the air.”

“I don’t want to juggle men, Mom.”

“Give Liam a chance for sure, honey, but don’t close off other options, Carla.”

“You don’t like Liam. I get it.”

“I like him much more than my first impressions of Salvatore.”

“You don’t know Salvatore at all.”

“Do you know Liam well?”

“Not a great deal, but I can’t get to know him if I start seeing another guy. I’m not stringing men along, Mom… that’s not for me.”

“But you don’t know either man well, right?”

“No.”

“And you are more attracted to one than the other because of romantic feelings and having already had sex?”

“Yes, but those feelings and making love are important steps forward in a relationship.”

“They are, honey, but don’t forget, Jack Keady had those things here, and he still left. You are his daughter.”

“Jesus, Mom, that sounds harsh.”

“It isn’t meant to be. I’m just saying that you shouldn’t decide the rest of your life on a few weeks of intense romance, great sex, and lots of supercharged hormones.”

I knew Mom had a point. There was no escaping from the fact that Jack Keady, a man who donated half my chromosomes and, therefore, a good portion of his manner to me, had left true love in Venice because it wasn’t enough. That was not a thought I would share with Bella, but I had to consider my nature while soul-searching.

“What do you advise I do, Mom?”

“Get to know Liam, but don’t settle for Mr Right Now, honey. Find the right guy, then go for it when you are absolutely sure.”

“I miss Liam so much right now.”

“That’s biology and chemistry, honey, just like how you feel about Salvatore. Choose wisely is all I am saying.”

I had already chosen my guy. I would not willingly break up with a man I’d made love to several times and with whom I had shared my deepest romantic feelings. Salvatore was eye candy and possessed a fantasy appeal, but a relationship with him was impossible because he was moody and annoying. 

I couldn’t imagine why I felt drawn to him.

I got through the day with little difficulty, checking off supplier deliveries, signing their invoices for payment, and making sure we had what was needed for the next few days. Our kitchen brigade and front-of-house teams worked hard, but nobody smiled because a deadline we all feared loomed large.

At the end of our service, Bella gathered everyone in the dining room for a glass of Prosecco to welcome Sam as the Cafe’s new manager. I was thrilled and couldn’t believe she already had a letter from the local immigration department confirming her residency application had been approved and that her documents were being drawn.

Bella sat beside my mother and me while everyone congratulated my best friend. She tapped my hand and leaned closer, not to be overheard outside the three of us.

“Sam wants to move the Cafe food idea forward, Carla.”

“I think it is a brilliant plan, and it seems Luca is okay with that now.”

“Sam asked Angelo if he would cook for her. There is a small kitchen out back that I forgot about. It needs a clean-up, a new six-ring cooker, and the gas lines checked, but it is a usable space for one or two people.”

“What did Angelo say about that, Bella?”

“He politely declined. The man will never leave his big sister, although I hope he will someday become a head chef, Sebastien, too. You will lose your brothers eventually.”

“I’m relieved Angelo wants to stay.”

“Trattoria Bella has a great team, sister, easily the best in our city. Now we have just one person missing from our brigade - someone to cook for the Cafe. We need an experienced chef to make hearty, home-cooked, traditional food.”

I rocked back in my chair, laughing riotously, when my mother realized Bella was staring right at her. For the first time in many years, I saw Sarah Keady wholly lost for words, her jaw slowly reaching for the floor with eyes wide as saucers.

“You’re not serious, Bella?”

“Why not?”

“I can’t do it.”

“Can’t cook or can’t work for Sam?”

“I can do both those things but can’t stay here.”

“Why not? You have only one child, and she is here, as is her sister.”

“I’m too old for something like this.”

“You are sixty-two and about ready for another lover, I would say… perhaps a younger man since you are still a beautiful, sexy woman.”

My mother’s eyes widened in utter disbelief, and her tongue smacked uselessly in a dry mouth. She laughed, looked away, then stared at Bella, hoping my sisters’ suggestion was all some hilarious joke.

“You’ve gone mad, Bella. I have a home and life in New York.”

“Salvatore would make a fabulous lover for you, Sarah. What a man for a woman such as you.”

“He’s a kid.”

“I think he would be a very good boy in your hands.”

“I can’t. It would be cradle snatching.”

“He is almost thirty years old and a perfect plaything for a woman in her sexual prime.”

“Stop this, Bella… it isn’t funny.”

“I am not joking, mother.”

Mom shook her head while I collapsed in a fit of giggles noticed by others. Despite her protests, Bella’s adventure appealed to my mother. While my sister and I laughed, she kept shooting embarrassed glances at me until making her excuse to leave.

Mom kissed and hugged me goodbye, then hurried to the Trattoria front door. Bella nodded as though I should pursue her, so I did.

“It’s not a bad idea, Mom.”

Mom spun around, having reached halfway across the piazza. Her initial shock and the accompanying expressions had retreated and were now replaced with amazement. She shook her head repeatedly, staring at the ground, frowning when her head shot up to stare at me.

“How can you say this idea has any merit, Carla?”

“Salvatore, becoming your lover isn’t a good idea, but the rest of what Bella proposed is.”

“Are you saying my staying here, mixed up in your adult life, is a good idea for you, too?”

“I love having you in my life, Mom. I’ve never suggested otherwise.”

“I know, but this is just too much.”

“Stay for a while, at least.”

“What is your definition of a while, Carla?”

“A year, maybe forever.”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“Venice has lifted and changed me, Mom. Give this place a chance. It’s got to be better than running your home in New York for family waifs and strays who turn up without notice, eat, shit, sleep, then leave.”

“I love our family.”

“I do, too. But if you do this, you’ll have a richer life here rather than hang around waiting for the next big family event.”

“We have a wonderful family, Carla.”

“We just agreed on that. We can visit them often, and they can come here.”

“No! It’s a ridiculous idea.”

I wagged a finger at my mother, closing in on her. It was dark, so I saw only partial expressions, but I knew she was thrilled by the idea.

“If you had died young, would you want Dad to find happiness, maybe even love again?”

“Of course. Love is what makes the world go around. Not everything is about money.”

“Then wouldn’t he want the same thing for you, Mom? Wouldn’t Dad want you to enjoy a second shot at life, especially here, where he had such a great life?”

“I’m-.”

“You are sixty-two, Mom, and fully able-bodied. That is far too young to give up on life and love.”

She sat heavily on a bench, patting the place next to her for me. As I sat down, my mother leaned forward, groaning and seemingly in a contemplative mood. She rocked back and forth a few times, spread her legs wide underneath a long flowing skirt, and placed her elbows on her knees, holding her head in both palms.

“I thought about life after Jack and hoped to follow him into the grave soon. I get weary crying for my loss, Carla.”

“Everyone feels like that in the beginning, Mom. But it’s been years already. You can’t stay like this for twenty or more years.”

“It’s true that time heals, and I’m moving into that place, Carla, but Daddy wanted this adventure for you, not me.”

“That’s a bit obvious. He never imagined you would be a widow so young, and he also never knew Bella was his daughter.”

“Bella is not my daughter, though, no matter how much I love her already.”

“I don’t think familial love is about blood connection, Mom. Bella loves you dearly because you are nice and were here for her during an hour of need. I’m sure she would tell you the same.”

“But I can’t do it… I mean, it’s impossible, isn’t it?”

“I did it. Sam has done it, and now her kids are here, too. Liam moved here. It’s not a permanent life Mom… just permanent enough for now.”

“There is no such thing as permanence, honey. When you feel like you got everything in life squared away, fate kicks sand in your face.”

“Then kick sand back into the abyss, Mom. If you must, scream into it, but think this opportunity through carefully, please.”

“Are you being serious, Carla?”

“I think you are seriously considering it already, Mom.”

From her expression and body language, I knew Sarah Keady was mulling over her options. I was excited because, in my wildest dreams, I never imagined my mother would live close by. I had no hang-ups about that because, although her advice was frequently a tad blunt, I was never browbeaten by her like some parents would drum an opinion into their kids.

She laughed, shook her head again as though considering a fanciful notion, and then stared at me.

“What is it, Mom?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Will you give this opportunity fair consideration, please?”

“I will, but I’m skeptical about the idea.”

I kissed her on the cheek and headed back into the Trattoria, where Bella stood at the front door, having seen and likely heard everything.

“Thank you, Bella.”

“I can see why our father loved Sarah so much. Your mother and mine were peas in a pod. They would have got on so well.”

“Mom is considering your offer.”

“Oh, you’d better believe she is staying, Carla, so you should ready yourself for your mother to have a much younger lover within a year.”

“I doubt that.”

“Gorgeous sexually experienced woman with long salt and pepper hair, an ass to die for, and big tits… you have no idea, Carla. You will set that woman a curfew and chaperone her in a few months.”

“You’re joking, right?”

Bella walked away, laughing and waving her fingers in the air. I yelled after her.

“You’re joking, right, sis?”

“I am not joking.”

I chased her, whipping my drying towel at her bare ankles while Bella skipped and sprinted through the kitchen, into the hallway, and upstairs, diving through my apartment door seconds before I did.

I tackled her, then crawled up onto my sister, tickling her.

“Are you being serious, Bella?”

“Mark my words; Sarah Keady will fall in love here, Carla. Everyone does. Just as you have with Liam and Salvatore.”

“I don’t love Salvatore.”

“Swear on my life that you have no feelings for him.”

“I can’t do that.”


Chapter Ten

Doom or Delight?

◆◆◆

Wednesday was always going to be one of the worst days of my life. I woke with an immense weight pressing down hard on my chest, restricting my breathing to the extent I panicked and rolled out of bed, landing awkwardly on my knees, gasping for air.

I struggled to my feet, wobbling while focusing blurry eyes through half-squinted lids.

My head hurt, and I felt an awful pressure surging through the back of my neck, ringing in both ears. When I opened my eyes wider, letting in more light, it hurt, and I realized I’d cried in my sleep because my eyelashes were matted and crusty.

Luca was my first thought, Bella was second, and I felt miserable, so I dove back onto my bed, weeping and screaming into a damp pillow, aggressively thumping the mattress, expelling pent-up emotional energy and my frustration with life’s unfair turn of events.

After fifteen minutes of heart-rending sobbing, I felt better, then worse again when I met Angelo in our apartment kitchen because he was similarly afflicted by sorrow.

“Good morning, Carla.”

“Hi, sweetie. How’s your bruises today? Let me see, please.”

“I am healing but would trade ten thousand beatings for good news about our head chef.”

“Luca knows and appreciates your love, honey.”

“Shall we leave immediately to help Sam at the cafe, please? I’m not in the mood to talk, and I’m not good company and do not wish to upset you or others with a poor attitude.”

“Me neither, but we must try to be cheerful during our shift for the sake of Luca and Bella.”

“I will try, Carla. I promise you.”

Being twenty-four hours away from what might be disastrous news felt far worse than being the same number in minutes. Everyone had an agonizing wait ahead, during which time we must perform at our jobs, cheerfully pretend to socialize, and suffer another night of poor sleep.

After a gloomy breakfast with my family and friends, I walked into our kitchen feeling awkward and somewhat on edge. I suppressed rampant anxiety as far as possible to help boost my sister and her husband’s morale, but it felt like a mammoth exercise in futility.

Everyone in our kitchen brigade tried doing the same, but we failed.

While we worked in silence, I noticed Luca frequently glanced around our kitchen, checking the mood of every person in his brigade. An hour into our shift, he knew we couldn’t go on the way we were grieving in silent despair.

Luca clapped his hands, beaming like a lottery winner, summoning everyone’s attention.

“Come and gather, please, my friends. Form a huddle around me like our beloved football team during a penalty shootout.”

We did as Luca asked, including the front-of-house team whom Bella led into the kitchen when she heard her husband’s shouting.  We huddled around our head chef, linking arms, hands, and fingers, leaning on and supporting each other.

Some men and women already cried while others desperately held back their emotions.

It felt like my father’s funeral, where a thousand years of constant tears would not quench my pain of loss. Darkness engulfed me, and my heart felt leaden, filled with dark skies, grim tombstones, harbingers of doom, haunting church bells, and damp, grassy paths meandering around the mist-cloaked, soaking-wet graves of everyone I loved.

“Are you listening to me, friends?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“Close your eyes and go to your favorite food place, be it the boar-filled hills around Greve in Chianti, the backstreet pizzeria of Napoli, or the Borolo wineries of Piemont. Are you there?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“I am with you, holding your hand in this place you revere. Do you see me?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“My friends, this battle has chosen me, and tomorrow, I will know whether I won or not. Life is not always easy, but we are all here, together, now, today, in this incredible Trattoria. No matter what happens tomorrow, I will be here and the day after because all of you are here, and I love you.”

Some cried harder while others choked back their tears, then let them flow, releasing a world of emotional pain that must be a fraction of what Bella and Luca felt. The small red floor tiles below us quickly became pockmarked with a monsoon of our love and pain.

I rubbed Luca’s back from two bodies away and glanced at him from inside our huddle. He looked determined and beautiful, as though touched by angels.

“I have fire in my belly and will not quit. If I have not won yet, I shall not go timidly. I will fight on and on to the end, and if that end comes, you will all remember me in your special place. When things get tough, or you want to talk, close your eyes, and I promise you that I will be there in spirit, cheering you on to your life’s victory. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“I will always be with you at each service, helping solve every error and applauding your triumphs. You will fight on, forever, for yourselves, your Mama, Papa, and everyone who loves you. Do you hear me, dear friends?”

“Yes, Chef!”

“Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Chef!”

“And again?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“Are we doing this fucking service, or do we cower before adversity?

“Service, Chef!”

To my utter amazement, as we broke up from the huddle, Luca laughed and high-fived or heartily slapped everyone on the back as they returned to their stations. We were suddenly highly motivated, even though sadness clung deep inside us where nobody wanted to go.

We worked hard through morning prep, hiding sadness in our best efforts while barely interacting with each other. Before lunchtime service, I slipped outside for a short break and some fresh air. Bella sat on the canal wall looking in bad shape.

“Are you okay, Bella?”

“Not at all.”

“Come on. Let’s hug.”

She launched herself off the wall and walked into my arms, slumping in her last step and landing heavily on me. I rebalanced, leaned forward, and held her tightly.

“I’ll hold you, Bella.”

“I want to kick down the clinic door right now and demand Luca’s results.”

“Is that possible?”

“They don’t have any results yet. The laboratory has a long process for signing off test results for critical illnesses. The clinic will receive an email shortly before tomorrow’s consultation and give that to the doctor. He will know minutes before we do.”

“It feels like a verdict.”

“That’s precisely what it is, Carla. Our meeting tomorrow is either a death penalty or a new lease on life.”

“Luca seems happy today, though.”

“My husband is convinced that tomorrow will be a great day for him and us.”

“Maybe he feels cured, and that’s a good thing, right?”

“Luca is as weak today as he was two weeks ago. I don’t know how he keeps going through the shift. Leadership must inspire him because, after work, he collapses like an exhausted wreck. Sometimes, it’s the floor, on our bed, or the sofa. He can’t hold himself upright.”

“You’ll both need a holiday after tomorrow.”

“I would settle for a couple of days in bed.”

“Me too.”

“Ahh, of course, Liam arrives here tomorrow. Salvatore must make himself scarce for a weekend.”

She nudged me and giggled, and I grinned back, but in my heart, I knew a growing problem in love would bite me soon. If chemistry and biology were the early beguilements of love, then mine for Liam waned in his absence rather than being a fruit growing riper. I didn’t know if my preoccupation with Luca was the cause, but I felt lackluster about love and sex.

We slaved through the morning in a manner best described as grimly efficient, nailing lunch service with Luca’s positive wind blowing in our sober sails. Between afternoon prep and evening service, I joined Bella and Luca at the cafe, where we enjoyed a lunch of plain salad and delicious lasagna.

On his first bite, Luca pointed at the Lasagna, nodding his approval and grinning broadly before standing up, chewing and kissing his fingers, almost cheering.

“This is a divine lasagna, and I know who made it.”

“Who made it, husband?”

“Sarah Keady.”

Luca bowed low in appreciation toward my Mom, who looked surprised she had been discovered so easily. I hadn’t seen her move from Angelo’s station all morning, not even for a break, so I had no idea how she could have prepared such a delicious meal.

“How did you do this, Sarah?”

“I made everything last night and put it in the cafe’s fridge to chill. Angelo cooked the dish off an hour ago. The recipe will taste better when made on the same day, but how did you know it was me, Luca?”

“You used bechamel sauce in all but one layer between the ragu and lasagna sheets. For the second-from-bottom layer, you used a thin sliver of ricotta cheese. You have combined the Northern and Southern Italian variants of lasagna, just like the first immigrants to New York did.”

“You’re an incredible food detective, Luca.”

“No, Sarah, you are unbelievable, and this dish is perfect. You even used spinach in the pasta sheets.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“Yes, indeed. I agree. Does this mean you will stay with us?”

He continued smiling but sat back down more awkwardly than I’d seen of him lately. The smile of a confident man still reigned supreme on a face slightly paled and partly withered. I was amazed by the balance of flavors Mom had achieved with her take on lasagna, and I put the difference between it and the one she made back home down to using fresh Roma tomatoes and more vibrant outdoor-grown herbs available in Venice.

Mom eyed everyone around the table nervously, and I knew she didn’t want to answer Luca’s question until we talked privately, so I made it easier for her and leaned closer, linking my arm through hers.

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, Carla.”

“I think Dad would want us to be here together. We can still visit family frequently in New York.”

“Are you sure, baby? This is your place and time.”

“You are not intruding in my life here. We both love this place, and you can cook a better lasagna than Luca does, so you’d better stay.”

Luca looked up, grinning before gesticulating wildly and chattering in his local tongue as though mortally wounded by the sword of my offense, a mocking that only Italian men seem capable of.

It felt good to be near him, and I would probably have sat in his lap if it were appropriate just to hold the man in case he might not be with us much longer.

“Well, Sarah?”

“Well, what, Luca?”

“Will you stay with us and join our family?”

“Yes, please.”

Given the dark clouds gathering overhead, it was a meager cause for celebration, but we all took it as a momentary uptick in our collective and personal morale.

After the evening service was complete and without pomp or ceremony, we drifted our separate ways. Having showered, I lay on my bed, wearing pajamas and one of Dad’s old T-shirts, listening to Herbie Hancock, followed by Lisa Stansfield’s ‘I’m Leavin’ - a Northern Soul song that matched my mood and one I had last played the night I decided to leave Dave and quit my job.

My phone pinged, and I stared at the message.

I’m sorry, Carla. I can’t face being there for Luca’s prognosis tomorrow. It’s just too raw for me after losing my wife. I’m very confused about things. Can I arrive on Friday, please?

Of course, Liam. Goodnight, sweetheart.

I thought nothing of the message because now was no time to fathom my boyfriend’s feelings. I loved him, Liam loved me, and the rest could be figured out in person when he arrived, whenever that might be.

I tossed my phone aside, rolled my face back into the pillow, and cried.

My song choice was probably unsuitable given the circumstances, and eventually, I tore out my buds and threw them aimlessly, languishing in my sorrow.

I woke at 3.05 a.m., unable to sleep, so I wrapped up warm in a bathrobe, tackled the stairs quietly, and strolled outside to receive the shock of my life.

“What is everyone doing here?”

“We couldn’t sleep.”

“What… all of you got insomnia and came here?”

“Yes, Chef. We are gathered here, waiting. You came here too, it seems.”

“The doctor’s consultation isn’t until 9 a.m.”

“We’re holding a vigil right here.”

The entire Trattoria team was there. Every man and woman, bar none, was dressed and ready to walk with Luca and Bella to the clinic. There would be no work today, and I was glad my sister had closed the Trattoria for happy or disastrous news to be dealt with.

“What is happening here?”

I spun around and saw Luca with Bella behind him, both in a state of broken sleep and wearing nightwear similar to mine. Mom, Sam, and Margarita were among the group waiting, as were Luca’s parents.

My sister choked back her tears, trembling her bottom lip while shaking her hands to the floor as though expending overwhelming emotions. I was shocked to my core by the depth of love as each Trattoria family member took turns about to hug their head chef and Patroness.

I opened the Trattoria’s front door, and everyone sat inside or outside, drinking Sam’s coffee or eating the breakfast snacks served on small plates that a few chefs had knocked up. Bella, Luca, and I went to shower and dress, rejoining the impromptu vigil shortly before 4 a.m.

Sitting among friends felt hopeful in the face of adversity, but nothing would clear my mind until our consultation was complete.

From 6 a.m. onwards, wellwishers arrived, dropping off flowers and mass cards from a local chapel with Bella and Luca. When darkness gave way to dawn, we set up the cafe as usual. Sam had more than a dozen willing hands to help prepare and serve breakfast, brew coffee, and wrap takeaway snacks while we three souls that were to brave the verdict sat watching from the Trattoria’s outdoor dining area.

Luca pointed at the Cafe, nodding approvingly.

“Carla’s idea to serve food at the cafe has a higher profit-to-cost ratio than the Trattoria. The meals are simple but highly effective in quality and sustenance; the footfall is far greater, and the overhead is lower. This is a good way to balance the lower profits of a formal restaurant.”

“Are we discussing this right now, brother?”

“I want us to win accolades, Carla.”

“Michelin?”

“Others first, but eventually, a Michelin Star is possible. First, we must outperform Trattoria al Gatto Nero and Ristorante da Ivo, where George Clooney likes to eat. We also need recognition through great reviews in Time Out and other magazines.”

“Does this mean we change, Luca?”

“I don’t think we should change how we work, but maybe we could evolve the menu slightly and serve less fish-.”

“-And more brisket?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth.”

Friends and distant relatives began arriving at 7 a.m. After greeting and hugging Luca, they rested in seats at Bella’s Trattoria, the Cafe, or used benches around the piazza when both eateries were full.

I saw Salvatore arrive with his sister and mother, all hugging Luca and Bella before sitting with their relative, Maria.

Salvatore nodded politely at me and smiled respectfully but kept his distance, which saddened me. I knew he would not make a good boyfriend for me and probably vice versa, but I rued losing someone who might have been a fun friend to have.

By 8.30 a.m., more than a hundred people had joined our informal vigil. The police visited, politely checked on why we had gathered and then left, offering their best wishes.

When we stood to leave, a hopeful, warm, moist breeze blew through Piazza Bella. Blue skies and a brightening sun beckoned people into what would be a warmer-than-usual day. I held hands with Luca while Bella took the other side, and we walked somberly toward destiny.

I felt small and weak inside the doctor’s office, as did Bella, but Luca looked bullish and euphoric. I wondered if he was overcompensating. We sat three abreast on plastic chairs, still holding hands and squeezing one another’s tightly. My breathing was rapid and shallow, my pulse was wild and erratic, and I felt sick with anticipation.

The doctor looked up from his file.

“I have bad news, Luca.”

“What the fuck?”

Bella collapsed onto her knees, wailing in the most heartbreaking tone. Luca stared at the doctor in utter disbelief, and I heard an echo of my voice… what the fuck? The doctor, who had delivered Luca as a baby, looked ashen gray, and sick, precisely as any decent man would if he sounded the death knell for a child he brought into the world.

A tear rolled down the doctor’s cheek, and I was stunned, paralyzed, and caught in a moment of terror. My worst nightmare was realized.

“The cancer has metastasized, Luca.”

“What does that mean, doctor?”

“You are riddled with cancer. It is in your lungs, liver, and kidneys. I am afraid there is no hope.”

“Fuck!”

“I am so sorry, son.”

“Is there no more treatment I can endure?”

“We can’t offer you anything meaningful.”

“How long have I left?”

“A couple of weeks, perhaps a month at most.”

Bella’s blood-curdling scream of rage and sorrow would be heard everywhere. It echoed through me like a sledgehammer, crushing my heart against an anvil. I clutched my bursting chest, then slid to my knees, joining Luca and Bella in a sobbing heap on the floor.

My energy was sapped, and I could barely form words such was my shock and extreme pain. Luca was first to his feet, reaching out a hand to the doctor as though it were a final farewell.

Doctor Lombardi cried like a baby.

“I must leave and get my affairs in order, doctor.”

“I understand, Luca.”

I followed my brother-in-law out of the consulting office in a daze, trying to untangle Bella from Luca so they could walk normally. From the waiting room, I looked through glass doors and windows and saw our crowd hugging each other in grief.

They heard Bella’s scream and knew what it meant.

We headed for the door but were intercepted by a nurse who grinned as though this were the best day of her life.

“Ciao Luca.”

“Ciao Daniella.”

“I am so happy for you today.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sorry… maybe I jumped the gun, but I thought Doctor Lombardi met you already.”

“He gave me a month to live, Daniella.”

“Then he is completely mistaken. Your illness is in full remission. There is no sign of leukemia in your blood or bone marrow.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. I received your results by email and peeked before handing Doctor Lombardi all patient files this morning… oh fuck!”

“What is it?”

“The doctor has mixed your file with another man with a much later appointment. Come, let’s go and see Lombardi immediately.”

“Wait a minute, Daniella.”

“Yes, Luca… what is it?”

“Are you sure I am cured?”

“I am one hundred percent positive of it.”

I have never felt more relieved or overjoyed in my life. I sobbed with Bella, who clasped Luca and me tightly, gripping with claw-like fingers as though we were a ledge, standing between her life and death.

Luca was overjoyed, but the emotions of the clinic’s error clung to Bella like a soupy midwinter fog covering Venice’s canals.

I repeatedly sniffed amid tumultuous, changing emotions on the way back to Doctor Lombardi’s office while Luca couldn’t wait to share his news. He turned to face the crowd outside with a beaming smile and clasped both hands together.

They couldn’t process his emotions, the smiles right now, the screams they’d heard, and the sadness they felt. Everyone’s world stopped.

It was like watching the moment when a penalty was awarded in the dying minutes of the World Cup soccer final. The crowd was hushed, paralyzed, but a thin sliver of hope had replaced fear and distress.

We were at Stadio Olimpico, where Italy played Germany, an old adversary. The score was tied, nil-nil. The crowd looked on through glass windows, processing the moment, watching Luca while praying for a winning goal.

They think it’s all over.

Luca steps up.

He shoots.

“I won!”

Luca punched the air jubilantly.

He scores.

The crowd outside went wild, leaping, screaming for joy, and hugging the person closest to them. Daniella ushered us back inside the doctor’s office, to his surprise and chagrin. She hurriedly opened files while scolding Lombardi in machine gun fire mode Italian, seemingly enraged.

She quickly swapped papers between folders, and once Daniella checked a file with Luca’s name on the front, she slammed it on the desk in front of a terrified and ashamed doctor, fire burning angrily in her eyes.

“Read it!”

Doctor Lombardi pored over the test results, raised his head, and smiled at Luca.

“You have a full remission. You beat leukemia, son.”

“Are you sure this time, doctor?”

“I dropped all the files after the nurse left them with me and never thought to have her check after I gathered them. I am so very sorry.”

“I am clear of cancer?”

“Completely clear of cancer, Luca.”

“May we leave, please?”

“Of course.”

When he stood, Bella did too, hugging him as though a new lease on life had been given to both of them. She stared lovingly into his eyes with tears rolling down her face.

“You said you wouldn’t leave me, Luca.”

“I never will, Bella. You are my true love. I could never let you down.”

“Shall we go and see our friends?”

“Yes.”

Bella gripped my hand while wrapping the other around her husband’s waist. When we reached outside, airhorns blasted, whistles blew, firecrackers were lit, and a full-blown street celebration ensued. We three were bundled from one to another, hugged and kissed, seeing each other fleetingly as we tumbled through friends and family until I almost fell, and strong, gentle arms caught me.

“Sorry. I lost my balance.”

“It is my pleasure to catch you.”

“Salvatore.”

Amid raucous celebrations and people leaping around like joyous fools, I stood in Salvatore’s arms, making no attempt to escape. He’d caught me from a potentially harmful fall, and I was grateful, but when my eyes met his, gratitude was the last thing I felt.

His wide, damp eyes were filled with wonder and love for me. I saw my reflection in those blue pools of deep affection, and my body tingled from the tip of the longest strand of my hair to the end of my big toe.

My breathing labored, and my head was dizzy with ideas and feelings of love, releasing signals and hormones that flooded my body.

I felt his kiss long before our lips brushed like sails gathering a tiny breeze on an otherwise still ocean. When his tongue sought mine, it felt different, more electrifying, and like Salvatore was the most important kiss of my life.

I suddenly engulfed him, cupping his head in my palms, pressing my body to his, entirely committing to our moment, kissing him with such verve, vigor, and passion that my body ascended almost to the point of orgasm.

“I want you, Salvatore.”

“I love you, Carla.”
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