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Chapter One

I ate his liver with some fava beans and a nice Chianti. Mmm!


◆◆◆

I’d been long-distance backpacking before, but never alone. Having dropped Europe entirely from my university gap year life-affirming itinerary, I’d missed out on Italy, something my father rued.

When reminiscing about his life and chef’s journey, Dad endlessly declared my decision as definitive evidence of flawed judgment. He often wagged his finger in the air in good humor while instructing me in our home kitchen on the best possible recipe for a soup, stew, or casserole. 

Dad prodded gently because he was a nurturer, but in our front porch evening revues of one another’s day, he resolutely urged me to travel and become the great chef he claimed was within me.

For too long, I’d shelved visiting Italy, the missing link to my adventure, opting instead for a stable job, trendy city apartment, and a relationship, believing everyone else’s perfect life as they described it on social media.

It was time for me to move on.

What had changed, you ask?

My slow-motion car crash relationship finally became a terminal wreck, and a reckless departure from a shitty job cleared my schedule. It was high time to try something new because, so far, nothing I’d planned carefully had worked out as intended.

A new backpacking itinerary was long overdue, and Italy was finally on the cards. My father’s vision for me as a great chef could be realized.

I’d have to go it alone because my siblings and friends were employed, shacked up with significant others, or looking for one or both. At twenty-eight, I was young enough to reinvent myself, but this version of me must work out, or I’d become a forever-evolving cliche romance story that never got published.

When I rolled up my steel kitchen knives at Chez Judy, New York City, for the final time, I felt utterly relieved. I stood my ground on a principle that any self-respecting chef or discerning diner would understand.

When Judy strode into the kitchen from delivering another average plate of food to an overpaying customer, she looked furious, but I didn’t care. If she wanted a showdown in front of a kitchen brigade that stopped trying long ago, it was fine by me.

“You’ll be crawling in here tomorrow, Carla, begging me to take you back.”

“Not this time, Judy. I can’t watch your useless head chef fuck up one more steak. I’m sorry, but you’re on your own.”

“You just can’t stand having the competition.”

I gawked at her, turned slightly, and glanced at my rival, where he hid behind a sous vide. When I stared back at Judy, my resting bitch face cracked, and I laughed like a hyena.

“Competition from him? He can’t even name the five classic French mother sauces, never mind make them. You’re too busy kissing wealthy asshole diners to see what a disaster you’ve hired.”

It was true that Judy and I had replayed the walk-out quarrel scene a few times, but I knew this moment was different because I felt no anger. My former good friend bowed her head and leaned wearily across the pass, waving a hand dismissively at me.

“Just leave now, Carla. You’re easily replaceable.”

“Be careful wafting your fingers so close to sharp objects, Judy.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I knew she wouldn’t, but it was pointless explaining. It was time to leave and turn a page. When I stepped outside and breathed in the semi-fresh air of a dirty city, it felt good to be free.

A wave of jubilant relief propelled me down the street and through the doors of Bean Cafe, where my best friend and fellow food connoisseur, Samantha Riley, had already sprinkled a chocolate love heart atop my cappuccino.

“Hey, Carla, what’s up?”

“Hi Sam, I’ll have an extra Vicenzi with that, please. I’m celebrating.”

“It’s already loaded up and ready to go, hun.”

While I set down my knife roll nearby, she slowly slid a cappuccino across the antique, highly polished wooden counter with the deserved gravitas of one who understands coffee’s true value. My mug’s arrival within reach of trembling fingers was preceded by the caffeine aroma hit I craved, re-sparking dulled senses.

I’d messaged Sam five minutes earlier, knowing my furious walk-out was for real this time and that I needed a friend. Our incompetent head chef stabbed a raw porterhouse with his carving fork. When I heard the thud of blunt steel into a solid wooden block, it was evident to me that another fuck up was inbound.

“He didn’t season or oil the steak before slapping a twenty-eight-day perfectly aged Aberdeen Angus beef on a searing hot grill with a stupid grin painted on his ignorant face. I wanted to carve out his liver.”

“Calm down and be at peace, Carla. The trauma has ended, so enjoy your coffee.”

The caffeine aroma massaged my mind, and I smiled while gently stirring a cup of hot, creamy rejuvenation squeezed from a tiny, seductive green bean, remembering the movie starring Anthony Hopkins.

I ate his liver with some fava beans and a nice Chianti. Mmm!

Yes, Hannibal, please do him for me. Eat that poor excuse for a chef's liver.

I sipped my coffee, sighing heavily while desperately suppressing the pointless indignation that burned inside me. What had been a triumphant exit was fast becoming my pit of despair, anger, and paranoia.

Get a grip, Carla.

Remember Epictetus and the Stoics.

You can’t do anything about this, so turn the page now and move the fuck on.

My father’s advice echoed in the calmer recesses of my mind, offering only his love and wisdom. I knew Dad would approve of my departure from Chez Judy’s and a new plan to fill the gap in my education he’d endlessly pointed at.

While rolling my neck in a circle to calm a tsunami of pent-up frustration, I closed my eyes and imagined frying the head chef's chopped liver in a knob of butter, six slices of pancetta, and four tablespoons of Madeira.

Ahh, that feels better.

In my daydream, I smiled sweetly, offering him a spoon tip coated with a rich, dark red jus for his taste. Sadly, before my excellent sauce could reach his thin, ugly lips, the bastard slumped into a pool of blood on the tiled floor with his pathetic life draining from two useless eyes.

“Is it really over between you two this time?”

Sam jerked me out of my macabre yet enjoyable recipe experiment. I stared at her, recollecting where we’d got to in our conversation. I don’t like ending relationships, but mine and Judy’s had run its course, and I guessed Sam was owed some explanation.

“I can’t watch it anymore, Sam. His culinary incompetence is insulting, even more so when the wankers eating our shit food don’t complain.”

She looked confused momentarily, and I knew we weren’t having the same conversation.

Maybe I’ve been out of this room’s circulation for longer than it took to cook a liver.

“I meant you and Dave, sweetie. Do you remember messaging me late last night? Judy’s restaurant is just a job; your boyfriend has far greater potential for happiness, right?”

I felt resentful that my friend would attach scant importance to my life’s work, especially when my boyfriend was such an asshole.

“It’s not just a job to me, hun. I’m strapped into a front-row seat with my eyes forced wide open, spectating the massacre of good taste and refined flavor in the arena of culinary nightmares.”

“You’re not strapped in anymore, Carla, because you’re unemployed now.”

“Touché, sweetie, and thanks for that blunt assessment.”

And yet, a wholly accurate one, too, as usual.

I picked up a small, perfectly circular Vicenzi Amaretto biscuit from the saucer of my white porcelain bowl of coffee, admiring its scarred, crusty, and delightfully browned hard shell.

I closed my eyes and popped the delicious treat into my mouth, sucked it gently, bit down hard, then chewed and swallowed, savoring its rich, heady flavor.

I felt Sam’s warm, sweet breath on my cheeks but ignored her attempt to disrupt my ten-second out-of-body vacation. She had leaned close, always keen to observe my meditation from close up.

“Are you in Venice right now, babe? At your Dad’s old place?”

“Hmm, mmm!”

I nodded and held both hands up, scowling to beg Sam’s silence for a few more seconds of peace while I imagined charcuterie from my father’s Cicchetti cafe near the Rialto Bridge in Venice, wafting through the corridors of my mind for just a bit longer.

“You’ve only seen photos of it, sweetie. How you reconstruct that place so exquisitely is beyond me.”

Suddenly, the dream vanished, becoming as absent as my orgasm with Dave last night. My spirit traveler returned to Bean Cafe, conveyed there by Sam’s interruption and bustling traffic outside. When my soul thudded back onto the wooden stool, my taste buds mourned, and my pussy remained unsatisfied.

I stared at my friend, who seemed to wait for an answer. I cocked my head to one side, pursed my lips tightly, and trawled recent memories for some clue of what she’d asked me.

“Sorry… what did you ask me, Sam?”

“About Dave? You messaged me late last night saying it’s over between you and him.”

“Yup, I threw that waste of space out this morning. Gave him until an hour ago to pack his shit and begone from my apartment.”

“Why now? What happened?”

“We made love last night, and it was the same bullshit routine as always. He finished and rolled over, falling asleep almost immediately, leaving me to take care of myself. I’m done with all that shit.”

“Okay, so what’s next, Carla? Do you have work lined up?”

“I’ll empty the fridge, say goodbye to Mom, drop Percy with a friend, and then I’m flying away to rediscover myself.”

“Percy Jackson is lodging with a friend?”

“Yeah, why not? What’s wrong with that?”

“Fuck Carla, that will blow up your friend’s grocery bill massively.”

“It’s only cat food.”

“Yeah, for the fussiest cat on the planet, courtesy of his gourmet chef momma. Does your friend know Percy dines on smoked salmon twice a week?”

“Err, no. I’ll add it to my list of things that aren’t really problems.”

“You’d better let your friend know what they're getting into, or Percy will be living at a cat rescue shelter this time next week.”

I smiled, shook my head, and then realized that Sam had a point, so I resolved to leave money behind for Percy, ensuring his safe return to me at some point. I’d saved my cash for years and had plenty, certainly enough for a fat ginger cat with a penchant for chicken liver pate and smoked salmon.

“I fly to Italy in three days’ time, babe.”

“Jesus Christ, Carla, really?”

“Yeah, I booked flights before telling Judy it was over. It’s time to move on with some courage.”

Sadness wrapped me in its dismal blanket because I hate failure and was leaving plenty of that in my wake. A broken relationship for which I wasn’t entirely blameless and a kitchen that would have been mine but for its owner, Judy, my former best friend, and her poor choices.

She’d become an asshole, making decisions like a kite flapping around in the hurricane winds of fashionable New York cuisine. Judy recruited one of the city’s alleged rising stars despite my advice to the contrary.

Useless tosser, more like.

Judy would soon discover, as other restauranteurs already had, that her star head chef’s only culinary skill was being the nephew of none other than Guy Winters, a world-renowned food critic.

When Chef talentless shit for brains eventually ran out of luck in one declining restaurant, he’d move on to the next unsuspecting venue owner courtesy of a glowing reference and strings pulled by his uncle.

No restaurant owner would risk the ire or savage pen of Guy Winters, so the cycle of doom was endlessly repeated. This time, it was Judy’s turn to suffer.

Mulling over recent bad experiences elicited powerful emotions in me, and I knew tears already welled in my eyes, so I rubbed them, hoping to wipe away any regret. My joy had been short-lived, and I felt vulnerable, and my best friend noticed.

Sam stepped out from behind her antique, highly polished mahogany wood counter and tiptoed into my open arms. It felt good to receive love from someone who really cared.

We’d been lovers of convenience at college, avoiding the thin ice of a rotating door dating system. After graduation, we agreed that a lifelong friendship was preferable to heartbreak for one or the other of us when either discovered Mr. Right.

Sam moved on quickly and stumbled on hers, which I still hadn’t, and Dave, my most recent tragic encounter, definitely wasn’t the one for me.

“I’m going to miss you, Carla. I’ll worry every day, but I think you must do this. Your father would be very proud.”

“Don’t fret about me, Sam. I’ll work at an authentic taverna in Venice for a grumpy but genius head chef who throws knives at heads when someone fucks up a porterhouse steak.”

“I’d love to come with you.”

“You have a wonderful husband and fabulous kids, babe. This is not the life you’re looking for.”

We hugged a few more times, kissed with our tongues entwined, and then I left before we ended up doing something we both might regret.

When I strolled towards the subway, tears stained both cheeks for my loneliness and the majestic cow that died for a useless chef in a restaurant that could be so much more.


Chapter Two

Keady clan farewell

◆◆◆

Farewells are never easy in the Keady clan. I blame our Irish roots, a penchant for family gatherings, and a matrilineal line of great cooks making leaving days such sorrow. After announcing my intention to make a life-affirming journey to Italy, a farewell banquet was swiftly arranged, and I was press-ganged into attendance.

Grandma, Mom, my aunts, and some cousins showed up the night before my send-off at our twelve-bedroom, wooden frame house built long before I was born. We could have fed the whole neighborhood with half the food they churned out, and after I left on my adventure, Mom probably did.

Pies, quiches, stews, champ, and a multitude of desserts weighed down our sixteen-seat dining table that once hosted a family reunion post World War II with all but two Keady men returned alive.

I coursed briskly through the living room, kitchen, and dining room, shaking hands, kissing cheeks, and patting children’s heads, ticking off more than sixty people who shared my DNA.

A skinny, pasty-faced man in his mid-twenties stumbled out of the buffet with errant pork pie crumbs lodged in a scruffy, goatish beard. Cousin Finbar stumbled directly into my path, halting further progress on my exit plan.

“Fancy a goodbye shag, Carla?”

“For fuck’s sake, we’re cousins. Behave yourself.”

“Ah sure, I’ll finger bang ye. Come on, Carla. It’ll hold you back five minutes, and the pleasure will last hours.”

I squinted disapprovingly at a cousin on Mom’s side of the family, wondering how many stab wounds Finbar would receive if he ever actually sexually accosted another family member.

“It’s a delightful proposal and very tempting, cousin Finn, but I’d rather massage my tits through a meat grinder than have any part of your body touch mine.”

Fingers Finbar grimaced before moving on to try his luck with another family member. I tagged along to stop him from shagging someone I cared about or anyone who might be underage.

Eventually, my wayward, drug-abusing cousin realized he wouldn’t get pussy of any age with me lurking menacingly, so he left the house to meet his dealer for a score. No doubt he’d spend the night sleeping amid trash, piss, and rats in an alleyway somewhere, but I didn’t care.

I couldn’t wait to get out of the door, so I lied about my flight timings, bid tearful farewells, kissed Mom fifty times, and ran for the taxi cab Sam Riley had arranged as my getaway.

My flight was the next day, so I overnighted at an airport Holiday Inn, told everyone I was delayed and headed for the shower after unpacking what I needed.

I used a complimentary chamomile shampoo to wash my ex-boyfriend and former job out of my hair, shaving stubble I’d allowed to grow on my legs. While lingering under the ever-hot monsoon rain, I rifled through a bed of soft whorls protecting my under-appreciated pussy. For a fleeting moment, I considered sending a fresh blade into my lady garden for a tidy-up.

Nah, you won’t get any action soon.

Doesn’t stop you from a bit of self-pleasure, though.

I leaned heavily against the toughened glass wall of the shower with one palm holding my weight while the other sent two fingers deep into my pubic bush on a proper reconnaissance mission to locate the clitoris that Dave had never found.

My knees buckled slightly when a digit caught a sensitive tip, and I smiled, suddenly feeling incredibly lifted about my whole life.

Yes, it’s still there.

I dragged the hard pearl gently from side to side, biting my bottom lip while fantasizing about when Sam used to lick my pussy after a hard day of shitty lectures.

We were insatiable and fortunate that our periods were aligned, so we only skipped one week of shagging each other every month. Our trusty strap-on dildo, Percy Jackson, the orgasm chief of staff, was almost rubbed out after three years of sliding inside one or both of us nightly.

I closed my eyes, allowing the shower jets and my digits to work their magic, remembering one time when Sam had fucked me on our balcony at midnight while I noisily gripped and shook rusting iron railings. Passersby on the sidewalk below heard us, looked up, and caught an eyeful of my proudest moment while I screamed for joy to the universe.

As my finger slid across the hard, slick tip of my clitoris and my knees buckled in the shower, I imagined Percy Jackson’s eight inches sliding deep inside my pussy, stretching my soft tissue walls wide while crushing my cervix.

I squatted for better stability, spread my knees wide, and let my pussy lips drape down, then face-planted my forehead into the glass while wanking myself furiously. I heard someone moaning loudly and realized it was me, so I dropped a few decibels in case I disturbed the neighbor.

I dipped two fingers inside my pussy, finger fucking myself as deeply as possible, clenching hard with an underused fuck hole. When a rush of warmth and delightful tingling in my womb surged, my fingers returned to a swollen clitoris, circling its base roughly.

When my orgasm struck, I squirted unicorn pee on my fingers, sucking them to enjoy the sleazy flavor of lust while wringing out more waves of intense pleasure just thinking about my tawdry behavior.

My head tossed wildly when I ascended onto climax ridge, finally free of a useless cock and its owner who never performed.

“Argh! Argh… f-f-fuck y-y-you, Dave.”

I slumped onto the wet tiles under a warm monsoon, sobbing the tears of an emotional tsunami, neither happy nor sad. My body shuddered through lonely post-orgasmic bliss, and I felt relieved by a massive release of tension that a little personal care had achieved.

After drying myself and finally taking time to condition and moisturize my skin, I realized how little I’d cared about myself for so long.

While laying out travel clothes for the morning, I lifted my tattered, tightly rolled-up knife bag with ragged strings tied in a neat bow.

Thank you, Daddy.

I unfurled my pride and joy, then ran four fingers across the backs of my knife collection that was once his.

Dad had engraved his name on each knife handle when he bought them, adding mine a few months before he died, shortly after a terminal cancer diagnosis was confirmed.

Jack Keady did the same for everyone he loved. My cousin got Dad’s classic Dodge Charger, and Mom got everything else.

Through my formative years, Dad told me stories about his life before meeting Mom and having us. He’d started as a pot wash at Harry’s Bar in Venice, eventually becoming the lead pastry chef in Claridge’s, London.

He met Mom, who enjoyed a high tea at his London hotel restaurant one day while visiting there with her mother. Nana was so affected by my father's pastries that she demanded to meet the chef responsible. Cue Dad reluctantly paraded in front of the restaurant as the maître d’hôtel trotted him out.

A round of applause, started by Nana, quickly rippled around other appreciative diners. My mother was besotted at first sight, Dad admitted that he was too, and the Keady family story began.

He could bake a croissant that would melt anyone’s heart.

A few dates after their meet cute, the independent Irish-American world-traveling chef became hooked on his new girlfriend, who was visiting London from New York.

After a two-week romance snatched between kitchen shifts, the traveling girl left for home, and Dad scooted after her a few days later, chasing marriage, kids, and a wholesome life with his bride, our mom.

I sat on the edge of my bed stroking the steel blades that nurtured my chef's journey, bittersweet that it had ended so abruptly at Judy’s.

He couldn’t even grill a fucking steak, Daddy.

In the morning, I rose early, dressed casually, and repacked everything in my cases three times. I settled for a bowl of fruit and fresh coffee at the breakfast buffet while reviewing Mrs. K’s foodie and erotic lit blog.

I confidently reminded myself that my treasured chef blades would be safe in the aircraft hold. When my suitcase slid up the baggage escalator and free from my clutches, I felt the heartache of a girl whose only physical manifestation of her father was drifting away.

I tore myself away from check-in and joined the line at security with a small Ziplock bag filled with toiletries and a MacBook tucked under my arm. I felt irritable and without good reason.

The guy in front of me in the queue provided endless entertainment because, and this always happens to me at airports, he got to the X-ray machine completely unprepared.

A beefy gulag commandant standing on the other side of our luggage scanning machine handed him a hard plastic tray, but he just stared at her like a lost puppy without a cute face.

This should be fun.

She circled her victim like a starving bird of prey that had just seen a mouse limp through its favorite cornfield. I smiled inside, wanting him to get fucked over as retribution for a ninety-second delay caused by his lack of preparedness.

She took on a sweet and helpful disposition, drew talons, and began her dive on his unsuspecting soul.

“Are you waiting for me to help you, honey?”

“Umm, yes, what should I do, sorry?”

He seemed polite, but it wouldn’t save him because the universe had signaled its intention to humiliate the poor man. Signs pinned on walls everywhere told him and everyone else precisely what to do, so I had no sympathy.

“Well, honey, if I’m gonna help, you’d better take off your belt and pass it to me.”

“What for?”

“I’m sure gonna whip ya with it like yo mamma should have for being so dumb.”

“W-w-what?”

She passed me a plastic tray and thumbed for him to move away.

“Stop wasting everyone’s time, get to the back of the queue, and read the damn signs before you get to me next time.”

I glanced back while walking away from the security pod and glimpsed him being taken away for a strip search. I felt smug and satisfied that justice was served.

That was better entertainment than usual.

My flight would be a breeze because I’d carefully prepared for the long haul to Rome. I packed smoked salmon and my specially prepared dill mayonnaise with two slices of home-baked wholemeal bread. Airport security sniffed suspiciously at my bag of delicious paradise before handing it back to me disapprovingly.

I’m not eating the congealed turds from the aircraft menu.

While sitting near my departure gate, reflecting on life, I felt guilty at the vitriol I’d aimed at the unfortunate man in my security queue. With Dave in my rear-view mirror, it was time for me to quit the tantrums that a shit relationship had fueled, or I might never have another regrettable love affair.

With a classic romance story, William’s Tragedy by Kate Granger, downloaded to my phone, along with Ella Fitzgerald’s Greatest Hits, for when my eyes grew tired, I was ready for take-off and felt glad when they called us to board our aircraft.

I arrived at my seat to a surprise and chuckled because the X-ray expert traveler was seated beside me. When I sat down, pretending to be busy messaging and talking to friends, he ignored me, for which I was thankful.

My desire to be invisible to him didn’t last once the cabin crew requested all mobile devices be switched to aircraft mode, and he tried to engage me politely. On closer look and surreptitious girl study, I noticed he was gorgeous and within my preferred age range of mid-twenties to early thirties, but I immediately shut down any potential romance, reminding myself of how woeful he’d been going through security.

I ignored his attempts to make eye contact during pre-flight and take-off, but my luck ran out somewhere above thirty thousand feet. My OCD-style unpacking and the assembly of lunch for one caught his attention, and my enemy soon cornered me.

“Are you a chef?”

I stared blankly at him, then down at my tray table where a small pot of dill mayonnaise, two rounds of wholemeal bread, and several slivers of smoked salmon were arranged like a formula one pit-stop, ready for me to assemble rapidly, then enjoy silently, accompanied by a barely chilled Chardonnay from the hospitality trolley.

I smiled, knowing my expression must seem mildly peevish to him. Transparency of emotions to the point of disrespect had always been my greatest weakness. All of my friends said the same thing about and to me, and I tried hard to stop seeming like an irritable bitch but couldn’t because I just can’t hide my feelings.

“Yeah, how did you guess?”

Oh Carla, don’t be such a nasty bitch. He’s only making polite conversation.

Yeah, but he wants to fuck you, and six months from now, you’ll be rubbing one out while he rolls away on your bed, sleeping, having got his orgasm.

Fucking hell! I’m bitter.

His expression sharpened, and my heart raced because this was not the same man who bumbled through the airport like a fool.

“You looked irritable, aloof, intolerant, and spiteful, so I figured you must be a chef. Are you any good? I’ve heard the more horrible you are, the better the food is.”

I reeled in horror when his words sliced through a calm disposition more easily than my blades would have. A weak moment of sympathy dissolved, and my disdain for the X-Ray fuckwit man returned like Mount Etna erupting.

“Fuck off you sassy bastard.”

I recoiled from his assessment and felt enraged because he’d sideswiped my composure, wrenching me from a culinary ascent to heaven.

Wanker!

He returned to reading his book Things We Never Got Over, one I’d enjoyed by author Lucy Score. My guilt washed over me almost instantly because, despite a harsh exterior and being quick to anger, I’m very gentle inside.

I’m being fucking horrible, so I guess that was his retaliation.

I briefly considered my behavior, grimaced at my shameful internal monologue about him, and then figuratively thrashed myself for being so unkind to someone I didn’t know.

Maybe I deserved it, and he’s quite accurate about chefs, to be honest.

When I’d replayed our short quarrel from memory several times, grunting at my shame, I carved my sandwich into four, determined to reach an entente with my traveling companion.

“Peace offering?”

I placed a quarter sandwich on a napkin and slid it to the edge of my tray table, offering my precious dinner to the man I’d so poorly treated, convinced he had no idea how much of my soul he’d be munching on shortly.

“Not if you’re going to be horrible to me again after you discover the bread you baked is slightly damp.”

“It won’t be. I don’t make mistakes with food.”

Only in love.

“Apology accepted then. The sandwich, too, thank you. I’m sorry if I upset you.”

He picked up one-quarter of my cherished dinner, and I intently, almost to the point of being a stalker, watched his mouth set up for the first bite, praying for his approval.

He stared at me, petrified, with the sandwich barely touching his lips as I squinted at him. I realized my obsessive behavior too late because a deeply furrowed brow and pursed mouth had already put off the stranger.

“Are you sure I can have this?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you look intimidating with that serrated plastic knife poised to take out my jugular.”

“Oh no, sorry. I just… no, it’s nothing, sorry. I’m obsessed.”

“With plastic knives?”

“No, with food.”

I laughed, and he did too, dispersing an electrically charged cloud of tension that could go either way to friendship or, well… let’s not consider the alternative and its subsequent broken plastic knife sticking out of his jugular.

I set aside my utensils and watched him intently for a reaction to my genius. My relief was conspicuous when his teeth carved through the sandwich, and he smiled.

Thank fuck he finally did it.

A crumb rolled off his chin as he bit into the heady, yeasty bread I’d baked the night before leaving home.

You’ll hunt that crumb down later buddy.

He chewed, then smiled, staring at my sandwich in amazement, and I knew I’d secured a fan for life.

Carla shoots, and she scores!

He glanced at me, then back at the sandwich, amazed by the effect of such a small package.

“This is exquisite. I mean, it’s… it’s-”

“Yes, yes? Go on.”

Please finish the sentence, for fuck's sake.

“It’s absolutely delicious and probably the best sandwich I ever ate.”

I’m having an orgasm.

I machine gun tapped my feet rapidly on the floor under the seat in front, exalted by his reaction. I bit into my portion of the sandwich, enjoying it immensely, doubly so now that I was sharing with another, because that’s the whole point of food besides its capacity for our survival.

I shunted another quarter over to his tray table, happy to share with anyone who appreciated my art as much as he seemed to.

“I’m Carla.”

“Liam, hi.”

Oh, Mom would love you. Handsome. Irish name and probably with ancestors that go back to living somewhere near ours in the home country.

“Are you staying in Rome or going on from there, Liam?”

“I’m learning philosophy. Florence, Venice, and Sienna are on my itinerary.”

“Are you studying at a university?”

“Not formally studying… no. I’m trying to become a better person on my own.”

“Oh, come on!”

“No, really.”

“Please don’t feed me a pickup line after I shared my sandwich.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re very sharp?”

“That depends. Sharp how?”

“Somewhat acerbic.”

At least he didn’t say caustic, bitter, or toxic.

“It’s been said, yes, but in my defense, I prefer direct people in my life. I’m not sure you’re being honest with me.”

“Okay, try this for honesty.”

He turned completely in his seat until his eyes locked with mine. I felt a smidge of interest when powerful hormones tried to drop my pants, but I held myself together amid dampening panties, waiting for his revelation.

“My wife was killed in a car accident eighteen months ago. If aliens came down to earth and granted me a wish aside from undoing that tragedy, it would be to end humanity and me with it.”

“Oh wow, I’m so sorry.”

Oh dear god, no.

“Yeah, she was eight months pregnant, too, and no, our baby didn’t survive.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’m horrified.”

“I’m coping with loss, but I drift off sometimes to a place where I just want to cry.”

I stopped eating and watched him carefully. Tears welled in his eyes, and he looked sad.

“Is that what happened to you at security? You drifted away?”

“Oh god, you saw that humiliation? Sorry, yeah, my mind got lost, thinking about how I should be taking this trip with my family.”

Oh, Carla, you’re going to hell for all the nasty things you thought.

“I’m really sorry.”

I’m so fucking sorry; I’d probably shag you in that chair if you forgave me for being a twat.

“It’s okay. Sarah inspired me to be a better man in life, and she continues doing that now. I’m holding on to a great deal of hatred because of the injustice, and that’s what I need to fix.”

Jesus fucking Christ, could you be any more emotionally available?

“Hence, you’re learning philosophy?”

“Yes. The stoics specifically.”

I thought about that momentarily, trying desperately to recall a few late-night philosophy lectures I’d sat in on that helped with insomnia.

“Hold on, shouldn’t you be on a flight to Greece, then?”

“I’ll go there eventually, but I wanted to start with the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius before delving into Zeno and Epictetus.”

“I wish you luck, Liam.”

I wanted to fuck him, if only as a favor and as a fitting memorial to his wife. I wasn’t an actual slut, but like many girls with secrets, I could be one in theory and especially during a fantasy playbook.

I’d attended gangbangs, threesomes, and done anal, all in graphic, mind-numbing, masturbatory fantasy while lying in bed alone or next to my sleeping deadbeat ex-boyfriend.

“What about you, Carla?”

“What about me?”

“Where will this journey take you?”

“How do you know I’m on a journey aside from this flight and maybe a few nights in Rome?”

“Are your knives in the aircraft hold?”

“Umm, yes. Why?”

“Do you think any hotel will allow you to cook your own meals, then?”

I chuckled, and he did, too. I stared at Liam, regarding him anew as a decent guy who wasn’t hitting on me. He had a gentle demeanor, with eyes that sparkled and an expression flickering with high emotions. I saw fear, delight, and tragedy etched in fluid moments across his face and wondered if, or how much he was still broken.

You’ll be some lucky woman’s project fixer-upper boyfriend soon.

“I’m retracing my father’s footsteps. God rest his soul. He was a chef and started a career and love affair with food in Venice. He’s not recently deceased, so there’s no need for sympathy.”

“I prefer calling it empathy.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m sure he’d be proud of that sandwich.”

We chatted for a while before both of us fell asleep. At some point, I woke with my face inches from his and Liam’s hot breath, warming my cheeks. We’d leaned towards each other and were separated by a thin armrest.

His hand had inadvertently clenched mine while we slept, and I felt his fingers tremble as he whimpered softly.

“Sarah.”

I watched tears roll gently down his cheek while he sobbed, deep asleep but horribly tortured.

I don’t know why, but I leaned in, brushing my lips against his, desperate to salve his painful loss. My tongue slipped gently inside Liam’s mouth for a few seconds until he settled, and I withdrew.

“There now, sweet Liam, you sleep, my baby.”

Amazingly, he settled down from a bad dream, even smiled, and gripped my hand more tightly. I stayed awake, vigilant for an opportunity to protect him from another night of terror, but Liam remained calm.

I hope I did that.

The cabin lights came on about thirty minutes before we landed, and Liam woke up, stretched, and snapped his head towards me. I stopped reading and set down my phone, giving him the kindest smile possible without seeming like a serial killer.

We exchanged cell numbers, promising each other to check in soon.

After deplaning, we stuck together through immigration and into the baggage collection hall. With no further reason for our continued traveling partnership, we said goodbye, which felt almost affectionate, and I left Liam, exiting the airport to a warm sun and a fresh start to my best life.

Here we go, Dad!


Chapter Three

When in Rome

◆◆◆

Some Italian airports are fabulous because they are named after exciting and adventurous people. Rome has the Fiumicino Leonardo da Vinci, and Venice has Marco Polo. I enjoy soaking up the ambiance of a place from the moment of arrival until I leave, especially in a city like Rome, with a history spanning twenty-eight centuries.

I took the Leonardo Express train to Termini station in Rome Central. We arrived late at our destination, but, as with most things Italian, timings are only there as a guideline. I’d booked a hostel mentioned in my Dad’s journal, hoping, at least in part, to retrace his journey.

Ostello Bello was within walking distance from the Colosseum and handy for the three job interviews I’d lined up. One position in particular interested me because the Trattoria Bella was in Venice, whereas the others were Rome-based.

Once settled into my dorm room, shared with five other girls who were out when I arrived, I sat outside in a small cordoned-off cafe area owned by the hostel.

I watched a handsome man wearing jeans and a trendy t-shirt with a blue linen jacket thrown over the shoulder saunter in a beeline towards the hotel. He admired, then winked and smiled at every woman of childbearing age on his way across the piazza.

“Are you Carla, my dear?”

“Yes. Do I look like a bewildered foreign chef?”

“No. I checked you out on Linkedin and saw an icon-sized image that does you no justice, but I can still recognize you. I’m Luca from Bella’s.”

I shifted my square congealed pizza slice sideways, convinced a thousand chef’s graves in Italy had turning corpses about now. When I stood up and shook Luca’s hand, he grimaced at my food choice.

“We can go elsewhere if you’d prefer, Luca. This isn’t a foodie’s hotel, but it’s cheap and clean, and my father stayed here many years ago.”

“Do you mind another place, please? It looks like someone scraped leftovers from the bottom of a swill bin and spread it on a slice of bread before grilling.”

I chuckled, left twenty euros under my cappuccino saucer, and chased after my interviewer across the piazza, sidestepping a few street vendors still trying their luck in the late afternoon.

“You have a nice smile, Carla.”

“Thank you.”

“Bella will wipe that off your face after a few weeks.”

My blood ran cold, not so much from the words he used but from the casual manner in which Luca delivered them. He stopped suddenly and shut his mouth, scowling as if catching himself on amid saying something he shouldn’t.

I feared the worst when he turned sideways to me and smiled sweetly. In the face of having compromised himself, it wouldn’t be surprising for Luca to ditch me and end the liability of having someone around who might reveal his indiscretion in the future.

How the fuck could this be over so fast?

“Forget I said that, please, Carla.”

“It’s tough to promise you that because I rarely lie when asked a straight question. I can promise I won’t speak of it to anyone, though, because I never tittle-tattle. Would you mind explaining what you meant, please?”

“Let’s get to a decent cafe where the chef hasn’t destroyed good taste first, then I shall explain.”

We arrived at a small cafe and sat outside on simple slatted wooden chairs pulled up to a wrought-iron table painted a powder blue that had faded in the sun long ago. I enjoyed the late afternoon warmth and a few final rays of retreating sun that cast delightful shadows here and there.

Kids laughed and played in the shade of their four-storey apartment buildings, having completed homework. Old ladies returned from buying cheap groceries at the market before it closed, and young guys donned trendy jackets, ripping down tight alleyways on Vespa’s, riding one-handed.

“Wine Carla?”

“Yes, please. I’ll have Orvieto classico.”

“How do you know they have that here?”

He studied me with an intensity like the pointed blade of a head chef who would gut their understudy for an over-poached egg.

“You wouldn’t have brought me here if they didn’t serve Orvieto. A light citrus base with a hint of pear is a perfect summer tipple that won’t ruin your dinner.”

“Hmm. Anyone could have read that in Decanter magazine.”

“I’m guessing dinner will be a brisket or some other such over-flavored crap, right?”

“You’re fucking sassy, too. I like you, Carla. Why do you believe I’ll dine on brisket?”

I studied him momentarily, enjoying lining Luca up in my sights. I probably wouldn’t get the job now and didn’t give a fuck anymore, so I would impress hugely or crash and burn, just like Daddy.

“Because you run a Trattoria in Venice and serve a lot of fish.”

“You’ll have to do better than that, Carla.”

“You follow tradition and don’t have a menu, cooking everything fresh and to order. You like to home cook from scratch, but not knowing how many customers will buy means you can’t prepare a dish that must stew on low heat for six hours. Fish is perfect for the customers and allows you to show off your flair, but that can get boring when you have to eat what the customers order daily.”

His eyes widened, and I knew Luca was impressed. The question was, would I intimidate him? Was there enough space in his kitchen for me to exist alongside his ego? I detected admiration in his smile again.

“So you believe that I indulge in meat when I visit Rome?”

I leaned over the table to intimidate Luca with my beauty and to impress upon him that I knew my shit. He looked fascinated and a little turned on, probably wondering if he might tame me in bed.

“I’m right, though, aren’t I? It’s brisket tonight, and I’m guessing you’ll have a wine reduction with it to kick the arse out of the richness of the meat.”

He jerked out of a trance and laughed. After Luca slugged a mouthful of his wine, he chuckled again, waving an Italian-style traffic cop's hand at me, all fingers and wrist.

“Yes. And I’ll confess to being a little impressed by you, Carla. That’s never happened to me before, and I wasn’t expecting it from a foreigner.”

“You mean an American?”

“No. I hold all foreigners in equal contempt. You Americans don’t have a monopoly on bad taste.”

“I can think of a few thousand of your countrymen and women in New York that might disagree. Back home, we don’t serve sliced, grilled shit like you saw me contemplating at the hostel.”

“Haha, okay, you caught me out. I actually love Americans with their massive cars, baseball, and pitchers of ice-cold lager. We’ll have to pick up our debate about brisket another time because I’d like to understand what mental illness causes you to refer to it as crap.”

I rested in my chair to read his body language, but our waiter interrupted me. The surrounding atmosphere was electric and charged with sexual tension. Luca ordered our drinks politely and waited until we had privacy again.

“Perhaps you could join me for dinner. How do you like your meat?”

“Precisely how I like my men, Luca.”

He licked his lips, took another sip, and crossed his legs.

“Hmm. I’m guessing a bit saucy, right?”

I shook my head and smiled suggestively, reeling him in. Luca eyeballed me, and I watched a thousand bulls gallop through his eyes, each filled with testosterone and semen. My Italian head chef and new boss were figuring out how best to close in on the fastest-ever sous chef fuck of his life.

“Sauted perhaps, Carla?”

“Skewered!”

“Ouch! Haha hahaha. I really like you, girl. You have balls bigger than the ones they kick around at Stadio Olimpico.”

I felt a massive release of pent-up tension and was glad to have deterred my first Lothario casual sex attacker with a twist of grit and a slice of moxie. I sipped my wine and examined the man, who was close to thirty years old and five years my senior.

“If you fucked me, your wife Bella would fuck you with a carving knife, Luca. Not a good end for a nice guy or my new job.”

“Aha! You figured that out, too?”

“Yeah. To be that much of a pain in your ass, she must be the boss in the Trattoria and at home. I can’t wait to meet her.”

“Oh, so you already have the job, then?”

“Yeah, and you’re wholly impressed to have hired me, right?”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t have to sleep with you to get retained. Just imagine having an understudy who won’t ever fuck you, Luca. We can have so much fun experimenting with our first love together.”

“Food?”

“Yeah.”

He grinned and raised a glass, toasting me.

“Here’s to you, Carla—my favorite ever sous chef. I think we shall make many people happy. Just not each other.”

He tapped his glass to mine, shot an expression conveying his enormous newfound respect, and we sipped, savoring an exquisite vintage while enjoying the aftermath of our first set in mental tennis.

40–30 on Carla’s service, I think.

I breathed a huge sigh of relief because Venice was where Dad began his real culinary journey. I’d avoided sexual exploitation, broken the ice with a new mentor, and got hired at my first interview.

Not fucking bad, Carla.

Luca was a handsome man, and after a few dates, maybe we’d have kissed, but I’d never been one for stepping on the girl code to reach another woman’s property and wasn’t starting now, especially for a man whore.

“Dinner then, Carla? I think they have skewered lamb as well.”

I laughed and nodded, praying Luca had placed me firmly in his friend zone, which is where I had him.

Dinner was great, and this being my first proper meal in Italy, it confirmed everything my father had claimed about his favorite culinary destination. A low buzz of conversation accompanied by perfect service, infinite wine supply, and excellent food lifted me onto a cloud of culinary contentment.

I fingered my wine glass, swirling the contents and studying Luca, excited about Trattoria Bella.

“You were going to explain about Bella.”

“Bella is… She is… Bella is… Well, she’s wonderful, to be honest. I love her in every way, but she’s fucking maddening, as you will find out.”

“That’s intimidating.”

“Nah, really… forget what I said. Bella wants everything to be perfect, and she is the boss, so of course, sometimes we fight, but she has a heart of gold and will be especially endeared to you.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll tell her you didn’t sleep with me.”

“I didn’t sleep with you… I won’t sleep with you… ever.”

“I know, Carla.”

“Did others?”

“Yeah. Unfortunately, Bella believes they did.”

I didn’t ask who it was unfortunate for, deciding to set early boundaries and stay on my side of them.

Luca chuckled and raised a glass as though one forced incident of fidelity to his wife, among many affairs, was something to celebrate with honor. I wondered how many graves in the local churchyard had more than one body buried in them courtesy of Bella and a string of slutty sous chefs.

Luca walked me back to my hostel insistent he wouldn’t sleep until knowing I was safely ensconced in a dormitory full of female backpackers. He offered to come up and meet the other girls, but I said they told me they’d be out till late.

He held up both hands, indicating he meant no harm.

“I’ll collect you from here tomorrow, 9 a.m. Don’t be late, Carla.”

“I never am.”

He turned away and sauntered into the semi-darkness, probably searching for a more amenable bed partner for the night. I heard his low tone grumble while he talked to himself.

“I fucking hate people who are late.”

“I do, too, Luca.”

He spun around with both hands tucked in his front jeans pockets, walking backward. Luca smiled, withdrew a hand, pointed at me, and waved.

Upstairs, my dorm room was a mess of clothes, hair extensions, and beauty products, with scattered damp towels and empty junk food wrappers. Cheap perfume and stale takeout permeated the room, so I quietly opened a window before almost retching. The girls’ discarded tampons were unused, and I was grateful to the universe for that small mercy.

The girls I’d be rooming with all slept soundly amid the carnage that is created by young, single, filthy women away from home. I stepped over their blouses, knickers, and bras, taking the only remaining bunk.

When I undressed, one girl slipped her blindfold aside to check out the disturbance. She shot me a suggestive smile and beckoned, wide-eyed, before lifting a corner of her duvet while shuffling her ass backward.

“Mmm, you look nice.”

“You’re imagining me, sweetie; go back to sleep because I’m far too old and irritable for a beauty like you.”

I was probably three biological years older than her, but the difference between us was decades in terms of maturity. She had a whole slutty adventure in front of her, including extensive sexually transmitted diseases, period sex, anal, and, maybe, if she really was unlucky, an unwanted pregnancy with no clue who the father was.

Who was I to stand between her and a life of decadence ending in tears? I swayed like a leaf falling gently from an oak tree while floating towards my bunk on tiptoes, pretending to be an angel.

She put on an excellent, please come and spank me bratty smile, which was sweet but not enticing enough to dissolve my panties. I slipped on an old T-shirt of Dad’s with far too many holes and slid under a warm, fluffy duvet.

I don’t set alarms because I wake up daily at 6:30 a.m.


Chapter Four

Venice, here I come

◆◆◆

I love the early morning on a fine day and don’t much care whether it’s in a warm summer or frosty cold winter as long as the sky is brilliant blue. I was pounding the sidewalks of Rome earlier than I’d usually run because jetlag had weighed on me through the night.

My backpacking roommates were still asleep when I silently rolled out of bed, so I grabbed my gear and dressed for a run in the corridor. I strapped on my Garmin Fenix 5 and set up a recommended scenic five-mile route taking in Rome’s greatest sites. When I slipped on a pair of long abused Nike’s they pinched my toes so I vowed to replace them soon.

It felt exhilarating to run past a fish market in full swing, before dashing through pristine clean piazzas where half-sleeping vendors assembled the rusty pole sections of their stalls. Rome was awakening. Coffee shops, bakeries, and people of the late night and early morning added vibrancy to an already exciting city.

I’d reached two-thirds of the way through my route when I heard heavy panting from behind, suggesting another runner was hunting me down.

I smiled inwardly, loving a challenge, so I stretched my legs just enough to keep my competition at bay. It sounded like a man who was seriously laboring either on a sprint finish or to overhaul me. I loved the chase because there was plenty left in my tank if I needed to kick on.

I rounded a street corner and adrenaline flooded my body when I leaned over and a shoulder scraped the building’s rough stone wall dragging my t-shirt along its surface. It felt like a race and I was determined to win.

“Carla! Wait, please.”

A man's shout surprised me and I pulled up sharply, spinning on my heels. I recognized Liam immediately and laughed, jogging back towards him to help prop up an ailing fellow runner.

“I’m fucked, Carla. I chased you for the last half mile.”

“Stop talking and get your breath back.”

Liam slumped over, with his hands gripping both knees while he sucked in big gulps of air. He sweat profusely, pock-marking the paving stones between his feet with tiny drops that formed an abstract pattern like the stars at night.

He had evidently chased me quite desperately, and that impressed me a little. It’s nice to be chased one way or another.

“It’s better if you stand up straight with both hands on hips. You’ll get more air into your lungs that way.”

When he stood up, I helped him place one hand on my shoulder to lean some weight on. The other went onto his hip in an effort to follow my advice. He forced a generous, albeit pained smile between struggled breaths and I felt surprised that he seemed so pleased to see me.

“My sandwich must have made quite an impression.”

“I recognized your ponytail disappearing around a corner and gave chase. I should have thought twice, but I didn’t realize you were such a great runner.”

Did you chase me because of a ponytail?

“I’m staying not far away in a backpackers' hostel and there’s a decent cafe nearby. I’m on a timetable this morning, but I could enjoy an espresso together if you have time.”

He seemed relieved and glad for my invitation, nodding, but I had to wait a minute while his lungs caught up for a verbal response.

“My next meeting is with a naked guy carved from a stone who isn’t going anywhere. Lead on and I’ll follow, but please slow down.”

I jogged at my usual winding down pace and Liam kept up easily. When I snatched a few sidelong glances I noticed he was fit, heavily muscled, and probably ran infrequently because of that ripped mass. He looked very different and somewhat impressive in a sports rig than on the aircraft wearing traveling clothes.

“But then, who doesn’t?”

“Who doesn’t what, sorry, I don’t understand?”

“Nothing. I was thinking aloud. Do you work out in the gym a lot?”

“Yeah, maybe two hours a day for the last five years but I recently started doing more outdoor cardio, running, cycling, and stuff to trim down a bit. You’re bloody fast, Carla.”

“I’ve been running for twenty years. Dad got me into it when I was a little kid, jogging up and down local fields while he walked our King Charles Spaniel. It helps keep me grounded and gives me time to gather my thoughts.”

“How have you been?”

“Do you mean since you saw me yesterday afternoon at the airport?”

“Ah, yes. There’s the slightly salty girl I met on the airplane.”

I grimaced because Liam was right again and had no problem pointing straight to my character flaw this time. My defensive nature resulted from years of doing the wrong jobs and hanging around toxic people thereby developing a cynical outer layer. In short, being salty was my fault.

“Shall we have that espresso, Liam? I’ll make sure they take away any salt from the table.”

He smiled and nodded, so we jogged to the coffee shop near my hostel in thoughtful silence. I mulled our chance encounter wondering what we’d have to talk about. The cafe's outdoor seating area looked deserted but its ever-vigilant patron was keen to get his till rolling and shot out of the door like a kid on their new bike when he spotted us.

“An espresso, please. Mine’s a triple shot.”

I held up one finger and the patron paused mid-step while I glanced at Liam who nodded, so I added a second finger.

“Two triple shots coming up, madam.”

Liam sat down heavily on the wrought iron, cushion-clad seats chained to our table and stopped his watch. I watched him diligently review his fitness performance, something I’d do later after full recovery.

“I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t mean to be blunt, Liam.”

“It just takes a little getting used to. In fact, and let’s be honest, food is life and without a little salt both would be bland.”

I bobbed my head from side to side, pursing my lips tightly, weighing up his philosophical gem. Liam impressed me by having defused a potential friction with his compliment and I found that endearing.

“Why though?”

“Why what, Carla?”

“Why would you want to get used to it? My saltiness, I mean. If that’s what we’re calling it.”

It was a moment when something decisive could happen. We’d been casual traveling acquaintances so far, but Liam seemed to want more.

“I thought we might become friends. We do share common interests, after all.”

“Such as?”

“The same taste in sandwiches and we both agree you’re a bit salty.”

“It’s a step up from acerbic, I guess.”

“And you did kiss me, after all.”

My heart stopped momentarily as memories of my indiscretion flooded back. I forced down the powerful emotions that suddenly had my heart fluttering. My hormones activated and adrenaline demanded I run while dopamine anchored me to the spot, wanting more.

“Oh fuck. I thought you hadn’t noticed.”

“Do you neglect to notice when someone flicks a delicious tongue inside your mouth, then?”

“You were sleeping.”

“Until an angel visited, yes.”

If a metal spoon were nearby I would have dug a hole to Australia and fallen into it such was my shame. Being of fair skin makes it hard to conceal a sudden flush of the cheeks, and I cursed my body for revealing its reflections on our kiss.

“Jesus Liam, why didn’t you say anything or at least try to stop me.”

“I didn’t want to stop you.”

I shook my head, utterly embarrassed, and sipped the steaming espresso our patron slid in front of me. The cup was too small to hide behind, but I welcomed its tendrils of caffeine that snaked through my body and mind, stimulating me. I stared up at the sky, felt alive and reborn by recent good fortune in the employment field, and used that to shake off my embarrassment.

When I glanced back at Liam he seemed to wait for an answer. I shrugged because I’d forgotten his question. Tracking back through our conversation took me less than a minute before a lightbulb flickered on in my gray matter.

“Shall we be friends then, Liam?”

“Yes, please. Are you staying in Rome for long, Carla?”

“Nope. I leave in two hours for Venice and for at least one of those, I’ll be fighting for shower time with a horde of filthy female backpackers.”

“Filthy, as in X-rated ones?”

“No, just fucking dirty like, they don’t give a toss about their personal hygiene.”

“Like a sorority house then?”

“Yes, but without a washing machine.”

We settled back into silence. It didn’t feel awkward because we were at a stage of our relationship where there was little common ground for a continuous conversation and nothing to be disagreeable about. I would let Liam decide how to move our meet cute forwards.

Although I want to lead in the workplace, I’m neither definitively dominant nor submissive in a relationship, but I enjoy a guy who is interested in me and does some chasing. I find it helps them attach, allowing me to explore the potential for us both.

I had no interest in acquiring a boyfriend anytime soon, especially one that was at least partly broken, but there was no harm in being polite to Liam even if it served as good practice for the next guy in my life.

And you never know, Carla.

Liam didn’t take long to probe more thoroughly.

“Is your stay in Venice a short one?”

“No, I landed a sous chef position there and it’s one I intend to keep unless the proprietor decides otherwise.”

“Long distance friend’s then? I’m leaving for Florence in a week, then coming back here a month later.”

I filtered the last few drops of my coffee without sucking up the grains. It was a judicious process requiring accuracy between my hand, lips, and tongue. One tilt too far and I’d spit out or swallow and choke.

Having squeezed out full value from my $1.75 espresso I set the brilliant white porcelain cup down and stared at my new potential buddy.

“Why is it important to you that we become friends?”

He considered my question thoughtfully and I realized that Liam was the kind of person who acted with deliberate, planned intent.

“I like to surround myself with positive people. Not necessarily those who can help me, but gentle souls that bring peace to my life and accept my offer to return the same to them.”

“So, I’m not salty anymore, then?”

“Your tongue and lips tasted like sweet nectar from the gods.”

“You’re definitely sassy, Liam, but I guess we could be friends.”

“At least you know someone from your homeland in Italy has your back, if you have a problem.”

It was a good point that I hadn’t considered. I was alone in a foreign country, Liam was too and both of us only had the US Consul services to turn to in an emergency. I reached a hand across the table and we shook, confirming our friendship.

My fingers tingled with excitement when our fingers and palms touched, and I cursed a sudden chilly breeze that forced my nipples to stand erect. I was fairly sure he noticed and was impressed when Liam averted his gaze, which surprised me for the guy who’d chased half a mile having recognized me from behind.

“You must promise not to chase after any more girls until you’ve got the heart rate down a bit. I can’t travel across the whole country to visit you in hospital for a self-inflicted injury.”

“It was your ponytail that caused my problem.”

Yeah, fucking right it was.

I paid for both of our drinks being the only one with the foresight to stuff a ten euro note into the tiny inside pocket of my shorts. When I bid farewell to Liam for the second time in twenty-four hours and strolled to my hostel, I figured it wouldn’t be our last meeting.

At the hostel's front door, I turned instinctively around and saw him observing me from across the piazza. He waved enthusiastically, I did too, and then walked into the carnage of a backpackers' hostel waking up to a new day filled with adventure.

When I retrieved my phone from a locked cabinet in the dormitory room my messenger app found Liam’s number in my directory and I sent him a text.

Trattoria Bella, if you’re ever in Venice. You owe me a coffee, anyway.

I set the phone down on my bunk and it vibrated after a few seconds, flashing Liam’s response.

It's a date.

I queued with the girls who had turned our room into a hybrid somewhere between a bordello and a refuse sorting room. I hoped they did laundry for the sake of my imprinted memory, praying nobody wore the dirty underwear that lay haphazardly on the floor.

“Hi, sorry about last night.”

It was the pretty young thing that half tried to seduce me. Her friends all turned and stared, appraising me from head to toe as though I were fresh meat. They looked like social media stars and were probably wondering if a lesbian faux hook-up photo with me might squeeze them a few more likes.

“You guys take care on your journey. Plenty wouldn’t have turned you down last night and they may not all be so nice as me.”

“Okay, right, thanks.”

It was an annoying, grave tone of voice, dragged from someplace that knows it all conveying their I don’t care a fuck attitude. I should have expected it. If they didn’t listen to Daddy then what chance did I have?

It was a good job three shower cubicles became available inside a thirty-second window allowing me to take refuge from their hostile burning eyes. Some people know everything there is to know, including about their personal safety in a foreign place. I used my couldn’t give a fuck shampoo to wash them out of my hair and languished under the warm shower long enough to give them a head start.

Back in our communal dumping ground, it was all business for the backpackers posing their first semi-naked Instagram post of the day. Towels were wrapped tightly around lithe bodies, revealing just enough tits, ass, and shaven legs to encourage a few more vacuous followers to sign up for a pointless journey.

Their make-up flew around the room on ferocious currents of blasted warm air from expensive dryers, while a perfumed washed hair aroma pervaded where stale junk food had prevailed last night.

I dressed quickly, grabbed my gear, and left with damp hair, needing to escape the havoc of social media and its selfish acolytes.

Outside, Luca waited patiently in an open-top Alfa Romeo. It was predictably bright, deep red, and absolutely gorgeous. When I approached, he popped the boot for me to stow my gear, smiling, as only Italian men can get away with doing when they see a pretty girl.

“Have you eaten already?”

“Not yet. Just a coffee Chef.”

“Call me Luca. Pretty soon you’ll call me lots of other things so don’t worry about the respect I didn’t earn yet.”

That’s refreshing.

He passed me a croissant wrapped in white kitchen toweling. When I peeped beneath the covers, I saw the surface of his baked offering look like a crusty sunrise over a golden desert. Butter hinted at its presence between many layers of perfection that were the secret art of its maker. I bit into his kind offering and whimpered as if descending gently from an orgasm.

Luca examined me disapprovingly.

“What?”

“Yeah, I knew you wouldn’t get anything decent from that hostel. Don’t stay in shit-holes like that again, Carla. Trattoria Bella has standards.”

“You saved my life, Luca.”

“It’s okay. You won’t say that after a shift at Bella’s. Make the most of it because that is the last perfectly baked croissant you’ll see for a while.”

The drive from Rome to Venice isn’t spectacular and can frustrate anyone by the number of toll booths along its autostrada, so I slept fitfully on and off, recovering from the travel time displacement ex USA.

Luca spoke to half of Italy during our six-hour drive, sometimes screaming but mostly ordering stock, discussing the menu, and chatting with tour companies looking for Groupon-type discounts.

“Fucking restaurant deal aggregators will destroy us all. They don’t care about quality, only price.”

I was halfway between sleep and the nightmare of traffic everywhere, unwilling to fully open my eyes, but I wanted to help, so my brain formed some words that I inadvertently allowed my mouth to convey.

“Do a specific night for deals. Choose a date or season when business is down anyway and cook what you want. Brisket with an over-enriched sauce, for example. Insist on a minimum number of covers.”

I peeped one eye slightly and glanced across to see if he’d heard me. Judged by his expression and surprisingly to me, Luca hadn’t considered the idea before and I wondered to whom he spoke on the phone in his native tongue immediately after engaging his brain for five minutes.

I fell asleep, waking when we exited the autostrada and were headed for Jesolo city on a side road crossing marshland and a river estuary. We were on the north side of Venice and our road took us along the Adriatic coastline, which I hadn’t expected.

“I park my car in Punta Sabbioni because the city and airport are too costly. From there we take a water bus into Venice. My father runs the car park and we get free tickets.”

“That seems sensible.”

“I like cheap and free except in women, food, and cars.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, but it seemed prudent not to ask questions. Luca hadn’t tried to hit on me, paid no compliments and, to my astonishment and comfort had little time to engage with me at all. We’d become colleagues and that felt great.

The thirty or so kilometers spit of land he drove down took us to the outer ring of Venice lagoon. We parked up and I chased him across gravel and potholes to a nearby water taxi chugging at a dodgy-looking wooden pier. Luca carried nothing and left me struggling.

Having heaved my suitcase, holdall, and rucksack aboard the water bus, a cheery ancient sailor who had ignored my struggles, grinned through yellowed teeth and fixed a rope across an otherwise dangerous gap in the gunwale.

He pointed to a small luggage room where I stowed my gear before dashing off to find my guide. Luca was at the stern, shouting into his phone mic that pointed at his mouth inches away while leaning precariously above churning steel propellors.

I’m always amazed at how precariously some Italian men enjoy living. When Chef finished his call and turned to face me, he looked smug.

“I took your advice.”

“Come again?”

“Two months from now, we’ll do a Groupon night serving Brisket. I’ll leave the rest of the menu up to you.”

“Why?”

“Because it was your idea. You can plan a menu, right? I can’t wait to see how you cook brisket without a rich sauce.”

Me and my big fucking mouth.

I rolled my eyes at Luca and he whooped. It wasn’t worth asking if he would have helped with my luggage had I slept with him, because I could manage anyway and didn’t care.

I quickly figured out that Bella was probably a very tough lady to manage this frenetic man.


Chapter Five

Into the spider's web

◆◆◆

Hopping on and off a Venice water bus is a bit like navigating the old-style double-decker Routemaster busses circulating London. For a tenuous moment in time, your life is in the hands of a wily old ferryman who looks half drunk from the previous night.

Once he loosely ties up the vessel against rickety planks that pass for a jetty, take his hand, even though his motivation to help is sleazy. At least if you slip into the water, he’s coming with you. Trust me, it’s worth suffering a lewd moment to secure your safe landing.

Oh, and unless you like that sort of thing, when you hop off the boat, lean back and propel your ass forwards to avoid his stray hand helping you ashore.

Once ashore, Luca marched off in what I considered must be the wrong direction. I knew roughly where the city center was, but we seemed to head for a residential quarter on the outskirts.

After a ten-minute forced march, we halted outside a smart three-story boarding house amid other buildings of a similar size and of the sort you’d find using a backpackers app.

“I’m putting you into the guest rooms of my sister overnight. It would be bad to introduce you to Bella and your new accommodations when evening service just started.”

“Okay. That sounds reasonable.”

His sister, Margarita, was a sour-faced horror who practically threw a bedroom key at me while spitting something awful in their shared tongue at her brother. I stood beside the rowing siblings embarrassed for them, soon realizing Italians don’t mind arguing in public.

After a few minutes, I grew tired of their vitriol, leaving them to what seemed an ongoing familial feud. I headed upstairs and found my basic, yet comfortable and spotlessly clean bedroom.

After dropping my gear, and taking a shower, I left the quaint boarding house, checking first to confirm my key fit its front door. I heard feet shuffling behind me, turned around, and saw a slightly less furious-looking Margarita with her arms folded, staring at me like she was a sorority house mom.

“Where are you going?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m just curious.”

“Bye. Don’t wait up, honey.”

I can’t be bothered with toxic people, and neither will I play their power and influence games. I left Margarita seething at the front door when I turned away and strolled nonchalantly into a cool Venice evening with a cashmere shawl and a wicked grin.

A nearby taverna served snacks, including panini, so I copped a squat at the bar and ordered a mozzarella, tomato, and prosciutto ham combo with a small glass of Italian pilsner lager.

While I waited patiently, shifting my ass around a hard wooden bar stool that inaccurately mimicked the shape of a pair of buttocks, my phone vibrated, then again when ignored it and a third time.

I checked and noticed I'd received messages from Luca and Liam, deciding to deal with the boss first.

Ciao Carla.

Are you settled in okay? Sorry about my sister, she is a cow sometimes.

I’m fine. What time are we meeting tomorrow?

I’ll collect you at 7.30. Ciao, Carla.

Ciao, Luca.

I switched from work mode to pleasure, adjusting my attitude accordingly, intrigued by Liam.

Ciao Carla. Are you safe?

Ciao Liam, of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?

Just checking, is all. Do you miss me?

It was an odd question given that we’d only just met, but loneliness nagged restlessly at my psyche amid an otherwise happy disposition. I chose to welcome Liam’s cute, but unwarranted concerns.

I smiled at the bartender when he placed a glass of beer on a square cardboard mat emblazoned with the same beverage brand. He paused to admire a half-inch creamy head that sat perfectly atop the golden treasure with a dozen lines of fizz ascending from the bottom.

When he was satisfied his masterpiece was complete, the middle-aged man stared at me sliding my glass across an impeccably polished, ancient, solid wood counter. A place setting, my food, and some cutlery followed, enabling me to do battle with a beautiful crusty panini.

I have new friends, so please don’t worry about me.

Oh, already? I’m redundant now?

I snapped photographs of my food and beer, sending them to Liam with a row of emoji chuckles.

Are you being cute then? It must be from brushing off the salt you rolled around in at the kitchen.

I haven’t started in the kitchen yet. How are you?

Studying paintings with a beautiful Italian art expert.

Is that what you’re calling a hooker, these days?

Carla, you’re so naughty and cheeky.

Yes. It’s been said, but then, that’s why you’re pursuing me, right?

Partly, yes. Does this mean I haven’t been slid into the friend zone without realizing it?

You’re somewhere on the line in between.

I like being in the gray area. It’s where most fear treading.

Do you find the greatest rewards are there, Liam?

Goodnight, Carla.

Goodnight sweet Liam. Thank you for checking in on me.

I left a five euro tip and a mouthful of beer, unable to finish it because I felt bloated from the bread. Outside, the late evening was chillier than I expected, so my body celebrated the choice of a cashmere shawl mom gifted me a few years ago.

Everywhere looked different in the darkness, but I struck off, fairly sure I knew the way. A few hundred meters into my route home and a couple of turns later, I resorted to my phone and a trusted direction app.

The canal along which I strolled smelled. Not chokingly, but a rancid blend of stagnant water, sewage discharge from poorly managed pipes, and diesel spillage wasn’t pleasant.

I froze when sensing a presence nearby. My heart rate elevated, adrenaline flooded my body, and every muscle tensed, ready for a fight or to run. My hands went icy cold as my primal responses pumped more blood into my legs to aid my flight should that become necessary.

Shadows flickered in an alleyway in front, leading into mine, so I focused on that and the low throaty growl coming from a human form hidden.

“Get the fuck out here, whoever you are.”

Please.

A lit cigarette burned brightly. The smoker slunk further backward into the shadows and seemed in no hurry to reveal themselves. They took a long draw, almost blazing the cigarette end as if taunting me.

The shadow of a man moved and he emerged into my path. His butt flared when it tumbled through the air, arcing into the canal, flicked from between thumb and forefinger. He looked very spiteful and dangerous when he stepped forward, advancing on me.

“Don’t come anywhere near me.”

“It’s too late for that.”

As I staggered backward, horrified, the man leaped towards me with both arms outstretched, reaching for my neck. I froze in terror, and screamed loudly, then again when his unconscious body slumped to the floor at my feet.

Someone else strolled casually out of the shadows holding a tire iron as though it were a rolling pin.

“What the fuck, Margarita?”

“This is why I asked you where you were going.”

“Why? Who the hell is he?”

“Just a thief. An opportunist bastard looking to steal a purse and some jewelry.”

She kicked him solidly in the midriff and he groaned, half twisting on the concrete slabs, still only semi-conscious.

“Were you following me?”

“No. Santiago at the bar let me know you were coming back. I called him and two other nearby tavernas after you left to make sure you’d be safe.”

“Oh. I hadn’t, umm, sorry.”

“When he called me just now, I came searching for you and figured you’d use some dumb app that would fetch you by the most dangerous route.”

“I don’t know what to say, Margarita. Thank you.”

“Let’s go before this bastard wakes up.”

Margarita set off at a brisk pace and I jogged to keep alongside her. Knowing your way around a city at night is an indispensable safety factor that I’d ignored. It wouldn’t happen again.

“Do you always walk around at night with a tire iron under your jacket?”

“Only when I have to protect ignorant foreigners.”

I chased her in silence, hating myself for being rude earlier but despising her as much for being so caustic after having saved my life.

I’d mellowed by the time Margarita opened the door to her boarding rooms. I guessed she had relaxed as well, because I was invited into the patron's kitchen out back.

“Sit down and I’ll make us hot chocolate.”

“Yummy.”

She smiled generously and the toxic, argumentative woman I’d met earlier faded into the recesses of a face etched with compassion and kindness. I realized we were about the same age, making Margarita, Luca’s younger sibling.

“Venice is safer than most other European cities, but we’ve had a spate of muggings in the darker corners recently. A shitty economy will do that.”

“Look, Margarita. I’m sorry about earlier and should have realized why you asked me where I was going.”

“I’m sorry too, about how unwelcoming I was, but my brother infuriates me sometimes.”

I cradled a mug in both hands, using its warmth to push away the shock that still wreaked havoc on my nerves. A rich, creamy sweetness surged through my body, releasing dopamine that slowly returned me to my earlier, much calmer disposition.

I waited, knowing Margarita would explain her chagrin with Luca further without my prompting.

“He’s made you complicit in his adultery, Carla.”

“I guessed that. He’s with another woman right now, isn’t he?”

“Yes. Bella was expecting your arrival tonight and had everything ready to greet you. He’ll ask you to lie for him tomorrow, me as well.”

“You don’t approve of his behavior?”

“No, and not only because I love Bella but also, because I hate the way he behaves.”

I noticed tears well up in her eyes and realized Luca’s adultery was a real issue for his sister. I wrapped one arm around the sobbing woman’s shoulder, dragging her forehead onto mine.

“Are you and Bella good friends?”

“Since I was six years old and she was ten. I hate lying to her and now, you must become embroiled in that deceit, too.”

“Don’t worry about me. I know how to sidestep an asshole.”

We chattered for hours about our different childhoods, families, the anguishes of mobile phone ownership, and shared food recipes. I finally copied an authentic minestrone created by Margarita’s mother, and her’s before that.

Shortly after midnight, and having enjoyed a half glass of deep garnet-colored Barolo we parted company as friends. As I lay warm and glowing in bed assessing my first few days away from home, it felt nice to count a few new friendships that seemed to have meaning and a future.

My thoughts turned to my immediate ex-boyfriend who definitively didn’t have my back. Finally, just before I slipped into a dream, smiling, gorgeous Liam arrived to take me on a bike ride picnic in fields of golden corn.

I woke in the morning surprised by the moistness between my legs and a fluttering sensation in both swollen pussy lips. I reached down, pressed my clitoris, and realized I’d gone too far with Liam in the cornfield.

A downstairs door opened and a voice shouted upstairs.

“Carla, my brother is on his way over here. I must go to the market. I’ll see you soon. Ciao!”

“Ciao, Margarita. Thank you.”

When the front door slammed, my fingers pressed hard on the slick pearl at the top of my soaking-wet slit. My ass bucked like a bronco with a mere flick on my clitoris, but I stopped. I wanted to be fucked so badly, but I’m a stickler for being on time, so I removed the offending two fingers and snapped my head sideways in frustration to see the clock.

It was 7:02 am, and with less than half an hour, I had no time to pleasure myself, so I showered, turning the water temperature to freezing cold, hoping the aching need inside my pussy would dissipate quickly.

Fuck you and the picnic, Liam.

Outside the boarding rooms with my luggage stacked as a seat, my heady horny state nagged, consuming all cognitive function until I saw Luca stroll towards me.

Playing his infidelity over in my mind dissolved the hedonistic cloud preoccupying me.

“Ciao, Luca.”

“Ciao, Carla. Did you sleep well?”

“Like a baby.”

“I’ll take you to Trattoria Bella then.”

“I can’t wait.”

He stepped off sharply, halted abruptly, and spun around with a naughty boy expression.

Here it comes.

“If Bella asks, we stayed together with my sister last night.”

“Right, okay.”

I followed Luca through the early morning tourist traffic amid a roar of roller suitcase wheels coming from every direction. The city had an unofficial pedestrian protocol and I quickly became wary of moving out of the established lines of human beings that snaked into the distance.

I’d observed a few, less cautious travelers cause a pile-up between incoming and outgoing holidaymakers with their luggage when attempting an overtake.

Venice Hotel checking in and out is a type of organized chaos that you survive by staying in lane and keeping the guide leading you clearly in your sights. Do this, and you’ll eventually arrive at your chosen destination.

I didn’t arrive at all, because Luca must have forgotten me in between boisterous phone calls and precipitous arm waving. He slipped into a long line of Chinese tourists, accelerating hard to move past each one, dicing with established protocol.

Once he lost me, I slowed down, pulled out of my lane into a building alcove, and rested. When Luca didn’t return to collect me, I decided to take my time and find the way myself.

Despite Margarita’s advice, I used Google Maps and easily found Trattoria Bella. I entered my lane with a quick spurt, then slowed my pace to match others in front.

Following the map displayed on my phone after a twist, some turn, and a few dead ends, I found my way into a small quiet, mostly residential piazza, that backed onto one of the myriad canals crisscrossing Venice.

Trattoria Bella was nestled mid-terrace on the piazza side that caught the direct sun in the afternoon. The restaurant was freshly painted with bright red letters pronouncing the owner's name on an azure blue background. Its traditional, shaky wooden slatted tables and chairs were bundled into a neatly organized stack, weighed down by enough chains and padlocks to anchor a container ship.

Bella’s was closed, so I looked around the piazza and noticed a coffee shop opposite. The small cafe was empty but definitely open, so I stowed my luggage against the proprietor's wall and sat down in one of their wrought iron seats, shifting around until the chill of metal on my ass cheeks dispersed.

A woman emerged from inside, delivering the menu and a comfortable seat cushion for me. She was very attractive, framing a symmetrical face with long brunette curly locks halfway down her back and a winning smile.

“Ciao my dear.”

“Ciao.”

“People steal them if you leave cushions outside when it’s quiet. I find mine littered around the city, abandoned, usually scattered beside steps where tourists have used them for comfort.”

“Awful people.”

“Who, the tourists?”

“No, people who steal cushions… or anything else, really.”

“That’s why I open this cafe myself in the mornings. Even the staff pilfer far too much when they are left alone, but I can’t blame them because local price wars mean shit wages and a bad economy offers them few tips. What can I get you?”

“Cappuccino, please. Any idea what time the Trattoria opens?”

“It’s too early for Bella’s. They do lunchtime onwards, no breakfasts. We have some food here if you’d like.”

“Poached eggs on toast seem like a good idea.”

“Two poached eggs on their way.”

When she left me, the piazza was silenced and possessed of a local feel that hadn’t been trampled by the craven masses exploring Venice. There was a small bar in one corner, a cigarette kiosk next to it, Bella’s, and a coffee shop. The whole piazza was probably thirty meters across in either direction making an almost perfect square.

Three old trees were entwined in the center providing midday shade for a surrounding low wall that seemed handy to sit on. There were ornate steel benches arranged haphazardly through the square, each with a small brass plaque denoting to whom it was dedicated.

The sun danced and splashed its bright rays that extinguished cold shadows cast by the buildings surrounding Trattoria Bella’s little slice of paradise. I got the sun perfectly at my table, warming my heart and the bottle-white skin that could use a tan.

My eggs arrived with salt and pepper grinders for me to scatter seasoning across two plump white pillows set gently on golden, lightly buttered toast. The cappuccino smelled divine and I couldn’t wait to tuck in.

“Do you mind if I join you? I usually have a smoke and coffee around now before customers arrive.”

“Not at all. These eggs are perfect, by the way.”

“How would you know?”

She wasn’t rude, but her question was more pointed than the simple thank you I’d expected. My host lit a cigarette and whilst attempting to blow its smoke well away from me, I caught a minty whiff.

I eyed her while breaking open both eggs, making a tiny slit in each with a sharp steak knife, allowing their yolks to descend onto my toast like lava pouring from a volcano.

I sipped my cappuccino, recognizing immediately that it must be a bespoke roasted blend. She was toying with me, probably because the woman hadn’t had sex last night or was having her period, figuring a few games with a tourist might dull an otherwise irritable blade.

“You were away for eleven and a half minutes. It took one of those to boil the kettle, the eggs cooked in a pan for two more, and then, when the heat was turned off they bathed for eight minutes giving you time to knock up a delicious cappuccino and toast this delightful homemade, wholemeal bread.”

She looked surprised and I guessed from the wry smile, pleasantly so. She had no immediate retort, so I cut into my breakfast enjoying its sumptuous aroma, textures, and flavor.

When I looked up, she seemed to want an explanation.

“I timed you. The walk inside and back was around thirty seconds, give or take, which accounts for the missing time I never mentioned in my last assessment. As I said, these eggs are perfect. If they weren’t, I’d know.”

“Thank you.”

“What for?”

“Appreciating my effort.”

She was silent while I ate, averting her gaze to allow my privacy. I enjoy being in the company of others who don’t feel they need to flap their lips in constant conversation. We sat together, yet separated by our thoughts, as the early morning rising of a globally treasured city continued unabated.

When I placed the knife and fork together across an empty plate, I smiled expansively at her because the eggs really were great and that’s not terribly easy.

“That was excellent.”

“You’re a chef, then?”

“Yes, and I’m guessing you are, too.”

“I believe so, but sometimes my customers disagree.”

“They clearly don’t know good bread or eggs.”

“You don’t seem to be in much of a hurry and Bella was expecting a new Sous Chef last night. Would that be you?”

“Yes. I’m Carla.”

I reached out my hand and we shook. Her palm was warm and smooth and her grip conveyed confidence, as did the piercing blue eyes that locked mine in a laser beam stare.

Shit. His lie is already becoming a problem for me.

“I’m Maria. You can go around the back of the Trattoria any time. I’m sure they will welcome you there.”

“I’m waiting for Luca. I lost him somewhere in the crowd on the way here.”

“Ahh, Luca.”

A look of irritation flickered on her face. She dragged deeply on her third cigarette, and tilted her head and magnificent hair backward, before blowing perfect minted smoke rings skywards.

“You know Luca?”

“Of course, he works right across from me.”

She leaned forward, studying my face like a jealous mistress would. My heart rate lifted a few notches because I abhor keeping secrets and the one Margarita had bound me to was already burning inside.

Why the fuck should I lie for someone else?

As she stared into my soul, I waited for the interrogation of an incensed mistress and cursed the man who was practically shitting where he ate.

“Luca and I sleep together sometimes.”

“Oh.”

“Bella knows about us. Luca sleeps with others as well, too many I believe. Did you have him yet?”

I spat my coffee into the mug because I was unprepared for such directness.

“Fuck, no. What do you take me for?”

“Mostly they cannot resist him. The Sous Chef always falls in love with Luca. Some resist for a while, but if his beauty fails, his cooking opens their legs wide, eventually.”

“His cooking is that good?”

“Probably the best in Venice except for Bella’s.”

“I’ve come to the right place to learn, then.”

“If you can avoid fucking the boss's husband, yes.”

“I can do that for sure.”

“I look forward to seeing you around for a while longer then, Carla.”

“What’s the record for a sous chef leaving?”

“A few minutes after Bella first met one girl a year ago, she was heading back to the airport. She always knows if someone has fucked her husband.”

“Well, I didn’t touch him.”

She left and brought a fresh cappuccino about five minutes later, refusing to take payment for anything I’d had. I watched Maria set out the front cafe seating area with absolute precision, serving its first few customers comprised of local people rushing to work wanting a double shot espresso, to a few tourists who were exploring off the beaten track.

“Hey! Ciao, Carla!”

Luca was exasperated when he shouted and waved at me from the other end of the piazza. He was still yelling into his phone while pointing for me to meet him at the Trattoria.

“You got lost, Carla!”

“Yes, I’m sorry about that.”

There was little value in pointing out his fault for my geographical embarrassment because I figured Luca wasn’t the sort of man who could own his shit.

When he opened the door to Bella’s, I fell in love immediately. An antique, highly polished light oak parquet floor seemed too expensive for shoes, so I slipped mine off, sliding in sock soles. Luca stared at me as though I were mad but walked back outside to continue arguing with someone, leaving me in the most beautiful restaurant I’d ever seen.

Three wooden beamed archways, five meters apart separated me from the end of the dining room.

Deep mahogany paneled walls rose to a brilliantly white painted ceiling. I touched the wood, feeling, then seeing the history of a fabulous city ingrained within.

Wooden bench seats with deep cushions formed six booths on either side of a central wall that reached shoulder height, ensuring privacy for all diners, right, or left of it.

At the far end of the dining room was a massive wall of wine bottles with their corks aimed at me like artillery. The collection was encased in glass with doors at both ends for servers to walk inside and make selections.

The aisles that ran either side of the wide central booth lane, separated them from larger rectangular tables nestled in alcoves between the arches. Each single table could be configured for groups, seating up to eight diners.

Luca had strolled back inside the restaurant and, from his expression, I could tell he was equally enamored by his workplace. He shrugged, smiled, and stroked a wooden chair lovingly.

“Wow, Luca. Ninety-six covers.”

“Yes. That’s impressive. We can do another twenty outside, too.”

“That’s a lot of prep, cooking, and service.”

“I have a twelve-person kitchen brigade.”

“And I’m the Sous Chef here?”

“Yes, you are. Do you like Trattoria Bella, my dear?”

I twirled around in socks on a floor that made me a ballerina and saw Maria standing at the door, smiling and spectating my good fortune.

“I love it. I’m in love with this place, Luca.”

Maria stepped inside, picking up my shoes on the way. She strolled across to me and handed them over. When she turned to Luca, he moved a few strands of hair off her face before kissing his lover on the lips.

I felt awkward, even more so when Lothario head chef of Trattoria Bella held Maria close. I grimaced and felt angered by the brazen nature of their tryst in Bella’s home and passion.

“Good morning Luca.”

“Hello, Bella Maria, my sweetheart.”


Chapter Six

Life is good in a culinary heaven


◆◆◆

“I’m sorry if you feel like I deceived you, Carla.”

“But not sorry for actually deceiving me?”

“Touche, and very direct. You’ll fit in nicely around here.”

Bella Maria, otherwise and previously known to me as plain old coffee shop Maria ushered me to the top floor above her Trattoria and showed me around a small apartment in a converted attic above hers and Luca’s home.

Living two floors above my new workplace felt wrong, but the tiny apartment was glorious and with delightful views over the Piazza.

We shared a stairway and I had access to a bath on Bella’s floor if I needed one. Otherwise, my exclusive and excellent rain shower embedded in the ceiling of a white marble wet room was a private place to groom myself.

The bright, small, yet cozy two-bedroom apartment had everything I needed including wall plug-in USB ports scattered throughout most rooms to avoid a tangle of cables and junction plugs.

There was a wall-mounted thirty-two-inch LED TV, a Bose Bluetooth speaker system with units in all rooms, a large fridge with an internal wine shelf, and another bottle rack built into the kitchen wall for reds.

“A Bertazzoni gas cooker?”

“Yes, and a la Pavoni coffee machine.”

“It’s all top of the range, Bella.”

“My grandmother lived in this apartment until she died. Then my mother after that. Their spirits are still here and will inspire your art if you allow it.”

“Did they teach you to cook?”

“My education started before I was five. They both were the most incredible Chefs and exciting women. We had so much enjoyment and laughter here u-u-until-”

She sobbed gently but with heartfelt sorrow. I didn’t want to step into personal spaces, but how could I not try to assuage Bella’s grief? I tiptoed close, hugging her tightly while she perched her chin on my shoulder.

“My grandmother died ten years ago. That’s when Mama named the Trattoria after me. Cancer took her last year.”

“I’m sorry.”

There was little else to say. Losing parents is never easy, especially when you have spent so much time with them, sharing a life’s passion. We stood in the growing warmth of a brilliant morning sun, both with moods that felt like a stormy winter's day.

When she gently pulled away I saw a glimpse of appreciation on Bella’s face and I knew we could become friends and great colleagues if Luca didn’t mess that up.

“You are very welcome here, Carla. I’m sure Mama would approve.”

“Are those family recipes and cookbooks?”

I pointed at a floor-to-ceiling built-in wooden bookcase with at least five hundred titles. Books were shelved alphabetically by author name and the haphazard pattern from mixing sizes and hard with soft back felt strangely comforting.

“What I cannot reward you in money, I shall impart to you from my family and the knowledge they passed on to me. There are another thousand books downstairs you are welcome to use as well. This was my mother’s personal collection.”

“My god, Bella. It’s like being in heaven.”

“For the right Sous Chef, I believe it is. You impressed me at the cafe earlier, Carla.”

“The eggs really were great and so was that toast.”

“I have the sourdough starter my grandmother first mixed. I’d hand over Luca before giving away a spoonful of that.”

I didn’t want to get involved in the domestic woes of my boss. Having recently exited a bad relationship, I was hardly qualified to offer anyone advice. I’d thought about Dave a great deal, and with a clear head, realized I needed closure. He most likely wanted an explanation for my abrupt change in direction and I resolved to address that when in the right mood.

“You are wise beyond your years, Carla.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You understand where the boundaries between work and personal lives are. You won’t speak out against my husband and yet, I sense you do not approve of him.”

“Thank you. I could easily fall in love with your sourdough before any man or woman. I came here to learn, experience life, make new friends and I’m sticking to that.”

“Woman?”

“Yes, well… you know, young, experimenting and such like?”

“Yes, I do know. I understand matters of the heart very well.”

She cupped my chin in her palm almost affectionately, but I saw a deep sadness in her eyes that pulled at my heartstrings.

“You’ve made at least two friends here already my dear. Margarita was quite taken with you last evening. I can assure you that one doesn’t pour a Barolo for just anyone.”

I sat on my bed, enjoying its old-fashioned springiness from traditional independent steel coils. She joined me and we bounced playfully like six-year-olds.

“I hate memory foam. Also, I don’t mind who you entertain in your apartment as long as it’s not… you know who.”

I crossed my fingers and touched my heart. I had taken to Bella and her Trattoria with exactly the love I’d hoped to discover in Italy.

Dad, you were so right. I love you.

“Can I help in the coffee shop when not on shift, please?”

“I don’t mind, but I can’t pay you for that. I’m sorry.”

“It’ll be a good experience for me. Dealing with difficult tourists might help me rid a saltiness that I apparently possess.”

“Who said you were salty?”

“A guy.”

“Ah. A love interest?”

“I’m not ready for that but he’s nice, decent, loyal I think, but slightly broken. I don’t know if we deserve each other.”

“Is he handsome?”

“Very.”

“Carla, my advice is that you should enjoy a few Italian lovers while you are here. They have passion, will woo and fuck you really well but whatever you do, don’t fall in love with them.”

I wasn’t used to casual discussions about sex with new acquaintances and blushed accordingly. She noticed, chuckled, and took my hand.

“It’s normal for such things in Italy. Sadly, Luca’s behavior isn’t so frowned upon as in other cultures. Perhaps also you should consider some female lovers. I know of at least one perfect match for you.”

“Who?”

“A girl with a tire iron.”

“Oh, you heard about that, too.”

“Margarita is my oldest and best friend. There are no secrets between us.”

Oh, dear!

She had chores and left me to get familiar with my new accommodations. Bella never asked me to be in the kitchen later in the day, but I knew she expected it.

I was off to a great start and that felt uplifting. When I sat on the bed alone, soaking up my new apartment, the sun had shifted and its full glory lit up Mama’s gas cooker and the recipe books nearby.

It’s a sign.

I fished out my phone and checked the time. Lunchtime rush would be upon the kitchen soon, so I grabbed my chef’s whites, Croc kitchen shoes, and dad’s knife roll, then ran downstairs.

The dining room was a quarter full and everywhere was buzzing. I know my way around any kitchen and whilst each may be a different size, shape, and have varying equipment configurations there is always a flow to the workstations. Find one, and the others fall into place.

I slipped into our prep station where a couple of young guys were peeling, chopping, and dicing vegetables for the evening service. They both smiled, happy to see someone willing to help with the most onerous kitchen task aside from pot wash.

“Two Minestrone! One plaice and a sea bass!”

Bella shouted over the pass, handing one of the chefs a small paper chit with a scribbled order. She spotted me instantly, smiled admiringly, and then scowled at the chef managing the pass, pointing to a splash of soup on the edge of a white bowl.

The guys working next to me were proficient and only whispered briefly while working hard. I knew they were discussing me, but I sensed nothing disrespectful. They were certainly interested, so I let them become comfortable, waiting until the teenagers could hold back their curiosity no longer.

“Are you the new Sous Chef?”

“Yeah, is it obvious?”

“We’ve been expecting you.”

The two guys couldn’t have been eighteen yet and seemed delighted to share the workspace with their immediate boss. One nudged the other, speaking in Italian, chuckling. They both seemed cute and definitely age-inappropriate for me, but perhaps not for them, I thought.

“What did he say?”

I studied the younger of the two guys, tipping my head towards his friend, while chopping carrots blindly. It was one of my party pieces, learned through many wasted carrots and much spilled blood.

“I cannot say, Sous Chef.”

He giggled with embarrassment, averting his eyes while trying to sidestep my words by moving his body. I chuckled deep inside enjoying the power an older woman can have on a much younger man who has little experience in sex and love.

“You must reveal your truth to me, or trust between us will not be possible.”

“Oh. Oh, dear. Forgive me, Sous Chef.”

“Come on, spit it out?”

“I bet Angelo ten euros that you would be as pretty as a Princess and I won the bet.”

I couldn’t have been more lifted by a compliment that came from someone of my age. His innocence, shared by his friend who descended into a fit of giggles, and their enthusiasm for the kitchen was the finest welcome I could hope for.

Bella’s kitchen was too small for twelve and it only worked because of the impeccable layout, first-class equipment, and attitude of its brigade.

Luca was serious, smoldering, and effective. He’d registered my arrival with a nod, smile, and slight wave, knowing I’d move anywhere he needed me with a directing glance. There was an excited buzz amid a calm workplace silence, and I knew this was the gift of a great head chef.

Luca might be chaotic in marriage, but he was an awesome leader in the kitchen.

During a rare break, our head chef visited me, leaning against a stainless steel table. He smiled and examined my work for five minutes without commenting. I couldn’t be flustered in the kitchen. Even an earthquake wouldn’t cause my blade to err.

“Float wherever you wish for the next few days, then take over the pass on Friday for the weekend. Does that work for you, Carla?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“And don’t forget our Groupon night my excellent deputy.”

I grinned, fearless in the face of a challenge. When the kitchen shift was augmented by more staff for evening service I began shifting from one station to another getting to know our incredible team.

That afternoon I felt something of what my father had described in his youth. The vibrancy, freshness of produce, seductive Italian tongue, their facial expressions, and the menu became a collage I will never forget.

It felt wonderful when our last customer staggered out of the front door, stabbing the floor with a walking stick in one hand, while holding onto his wife using the other. I helped the pot wash station finish their work while others scrubbed down. The glee of a successful service was unmistakable on everyone’s faces and was something I had enjoyed too infrequently at Judy’s.

This is what every kitchen should aspire to become.

We gathered in the dining room when the front-of-house team finished stacking the terrace chairs and tables, chaining them down like an aircraft carrier to the seabed.

Bella popped corks on five bottles of Prosecco, filling everyone’s glass. She raised her hand and got an instant, respectful silence, then faced me and tipped her crystal flute, proposing a toast.

“We have a new Sous Chef who is very welcome at Bella’s. She will learn, teach, laugh, and cry with all of us, helping grow our Trattoria with the continuing spirit of my family. I salute you, Carla.”

They drank, applauded, hugged me, kissing both of my cheeks and shaking hands. We lingered until the champagne ran dry and I managed to chat with those colleagues I hadn’t already spent time with.

It was late and I felt tired through the exhilaration of a new life. I bade my patron and head chef goodnight and retired to Mama’s apartment, brewing a cafetiere of the same roasted blend Bella served at the coffee shop.

Hi Sam, how are you?

I messaged my best friend, then tossed the phone on my bed, knowing she’d be awake but unavailable. Halfway through stripping my work clothes down to underwear, a response came unexpectedly. My phone rang rather than pinged. It was a rarity that I pondered for a moment in surprise before answering the call.

“I’m getting a divorce, babe.”

“Oh, fuck! What happened, you were so happy until… until… Jesus Christ, Sam, I don’t understand.”

“He was cheating and finally decided to leave me. Paul sat me down in the living room yesterday and made this fucking big announcement that he was in love with someone else, blah, blah, blah, and all that crap.”

“What’s the reason? Why now? How come so suddenly and for how long, I mean… fuck, babe. I… I-.”

“Honestly, I can’t remember his exact words because I was in a state of shock. He mentioned something about our sexual compatibility at which point I began throwing things at him.”

“Umm, oh Christ. I err, don’t know what to say.”

I heard Sam sobbing on the phone and cried in sympathy for her heartache. My head swam from processing the awful news while my heart sank to a new recent low. I fell backward onto the bed looking up at the ceiling, hoping the words I needed were written there.

“What about the kids?”

“They’re staying with my parents for now. They said fuck him and told me to move on but I can’t. I love Paul so much and don’t know what to do. I’m alone at home and can’t face anyone.”

“Get on a flight to Marco Polo, Venice, and I’ll have you picked up and brought to me. You can stay here for as long as you like.”

Our line went silent but the heartbroken sniffs of a crying woman continued in the background.

“Are you sure, Carla?”

“Look babe, your mother ran Bean Cafe before you were born. I’m sure she’ll love taking it over for a while. It’ll give her and your dad a reason to live, so book your flight and get your ass over here immediately.”

“Okay Carla, thank you. I love you.”

“I love you too, babe. I’ll expect you tomorrow or the next day depending on flights, right?”

“I’ll book flights right away.”

After her call, I felt overwhelmed by Sam’s sad news and tossed my phone aside almost at the same moment that another message arrived. When I tilted my screen and read the header, I saw it was Liam and knew he wouldn’t mind if I answered later on.

“Fuck!”

“Oh, Fuck!”

I wondered if Bella’s maternal ancestors' spirits would approve of my potty mouth. It seemed strange that her apartment had a calming and transformational effect on me. Perhaps it was because my rooms were so far above the fray of a thriving Piazza, buzzing restaurant, and a couple warring in and out of love.

My peaceful abode above all that hustle, bustle, and angst seemed like a haven of tranquility amid the rich tapestry of life being woven below.

I remembered the lovemaking we’d enjoyed in college, and the intense friendship Sam and I had shared. The fledgling possibilities of love with Margarita and Liam excited me. Everything was happening so quickly, and new relationship potential spun into my orbit like comets intersecting, coming but not going.

I rather liked the fiery girl who’d saved my life. Margarita’s casual approach to life and love, the moral certainty she possessed about how wrong her brother’s choice was, and the dilemma that caused, made her an interesting proposition.

But I didn’t want to friend-zone anyone just yet.

Could I?

Would I?

Which one?

All three?

Nah, Carla, don’t be such a slut.

There was no chance I would sleep with any one of the three as a hook-up for sex and I didn’t want to try dating apps for some anonymous fun. I needed to find the right person, but too many options were stacking up confusing and overwhelming me.

I peeled off my underwear, and chucked everything in the washing machine, activating a quick wash, hoping the warring couple downstairs wouldn’t hear it.

My shower was brief and served only to rid my body of sweat and kitchen grime. When I lifted Dad’s t-shirt and slipped it on I had to confess it probably needed a wash, which I did these days by hand, maximizing the life of my most treasured possession. I excused the mildly whiffy aroma as a girl traveling with no time for proper laundry.

One time I’d taken the three t-shirts of dad’s gifted to me by mom to a seamstress back home who said she could patch them up but I should wait until in dire need.

I’ll do it tomorrow, Dad.

I messaged Mom using the same protocol as I did every night, vowing I’d call soon for a catch-up.

Goodnight mom. I love you. Tell everyone that I send my love.

Goodnight sweet daughter, take care. Dad’s watching over you.

Mom always responded within seconds being a mother hen to her tribe, making sure she was everywhere amid a crisis, whether in person or available by phone.

When I lay in bed pondering Sam’s misfortune I considered why Paul had dumped his wife so cruelly. She enjoyed being submissive, but not in a weak person sense. Sam preferred to defer many decisions to a stronger, loving character. It worked for us because I’m kind of middle of the road, enjoying a guy or girl that sweeps me off my feet, and takes charge, but isn’t overbearing.

My eyelids felt heavy from a day of hard work and excitement and I began nodding off while laying on the duvet. I slipped into a peaceful sleep, waking when goosebumps signaled me that it was time to get under the quilt.

I noticed my phone when I rolled up snugly, pulling the duvet around my neck. Remembering Liam’s message, I reached for it.

No pressure, Carla. I’d like to spend some time with you. Can I visit, please?

“Oh, fuck.”

Yeah. I have a couple of days' break next week on Wednesday/Thursday. Does that work?

I saw two blue ticks, meaning Liam was either still awake at 2 a.m. or had woken up when I messaged.

Yes, please. I have no expectations, just wanted to see you again.

Okay, me too. Goodnight.

Goodnight Carla.

I set my phone down on a glass-topped nightstand, excited about the future. My plans for a quiet, head-down existence for a couple of years were firmly cast aside because I was falling into an abyss of relationships and powerful emotions.

My alarm was set for 7 a.m., the time I expected Bella would open her coffee shop. When it activated with a sufficiently annoying ringtone to secure my awakening, I sprang out of bed and dressed casually in lycra running pants with a loose-fitting sweatshirt, deciding to shower after a short shift at the cafe.

Bella waved to me from inside her cafe while I positioned tables and chairs outside exactly as I’d seen her do the previous day. When I stepped inside the coffee shop, a cappuccino was already steaming at the bar counter with two wrapped Vicenzi biscuits in the saucer.

I smiled and shrugged at the irony.

Despite legal statutes to the contrary, Bella was filling the room with mint-flavored smoke in a series of rings, wafting them away from where I would sit as I approached.

She pressed a button on the wall activating an extractor fan, flashing me an apologetic look. I guessed her nerves were frayed through business pressure and Luca.

“I know it’s early days, but could I have a friend staying over, Bella?”

“Of course, sweetie. Up to you. The apartment is yours, and I trust you.”

I didn’t ask why Bella trusted me, because doing so might spark an unwanted discussion about Luca.

“My best friend is going through a tough time with her husband and needs to escape.”

“Divorce is forever a tyrant.”

“How did you know she’s getting a divorce?”

She whipped the cigarette out of her mouth and paused from stacking shelves with bags of freshly ground coffee and packets of cigarettes. Bella leaned into the beautiful old wooden counter, sipped her espresso, and regarded me with a philosophical eye.

“Only men can destroy us, my sweet Carla. If she’s coming here then your friend doesn’t want to be near her husband. Only divorce can result or she’d stay at home and fight.”

“Why do we keep trying, then?”

“Because, my dear, when you find the right man, he is a treasure beyond comparison. We women can make great lovers for each other, sometimes more than that, but give me a great man any day, please.”

“Mine wasn’t great, but I’ve realized that was partly my fault.”

“What happened?”

“I was a competent chef at Chez Judy’s, but not a great girlfriend to Dave. My time and attention weren’t dedicated to our relationship. I’m going to apologize and explain, but I can’t find the words yet.”

“You didn’t love him, Carla, that much is for sure.”

I watched Bella haul two old-style wooden crates of soda onto a chair, waving away my offer to help.

“Why do you order the legacy 1970s glass bottle designs? Aren’t they more expensive?”

“My mother told me my father loved having them here, so I keep with their tradition, as she did until the end. I love the bottles because they have intricacies the skinny cans miss.”

“They’re my favorite too.”

Customers arrived and sat outside looking through the cafe windows expectantly, so I took Bella’s notepad, pen and lifted a spare server's apron, donning it as I rushed to take their orders.

“Two doubles, one latte, and a cappuccino. May I get behind the counter?”

“Can you use a La Cimbale?”

“Of course.”

“They want four paninis too. Order’s on the pad. I ca-”

“I’ll do that or you’ll make me redundant soon.”

She looked shocked when I slipped behind the ancient, traditional Italian coffee machine, pulling levers, pressing buttons, and tamping baskets with her favored house roast. It was the same machine Judy used and wasn’t a problem for me.

The sounds of a coffee shop in full swing lull me toward paradise. The heady aroma of excellent roast coffee with a rich crema and steamed milk floating on top is provocative. My art wasn’t as precise as Bella’s, but I noticed from her occasional glances that she was happy to have found a like-minded coffee aficionado.

It was great fun for a couple of hours until the day shift arrived and took over the coffee shop. Bella snagged two takeaway lattes for us, pointed to a bench nearby and we shared a break before morning prep at the Trattoria began.

“I saw something on your notepad. Calculations with names beside them.”

“Oh yeah. It’s salary data.”

“My name was there and I don’t want to pry, but it seemed my salary was higher than I expected.”

“I pay everyone all year around, even during the off-peak season when staff aren’t required.”

“You keep everyone on?”

My surprised tone made her head snap sideways, and Bella eyeballed me suspiciously. I guessed she’d been confronted by interrogations of this nature before.

“It’s only fair. Wouldn’t you agree, Carla?”

“Yes, sorry. I wasn’t criticizing you.”

She relaxed and smiled.

“I snapped because I hate people arguing this point. Seasonal salaries are bad for the staff and my kitchen. When someone joins our Trattoria, they rarely leave, unless… well you know where that goes, right?”

“Some things are more important than making money?”

“Yes, Carla. As long as you make enough to survive it’s good to help everyone else live a little too.”

The rest of my day went by in a thrilling blur. One of the guys who got off shift after lunch offered to meet Sam at Marco Polo Airport. He said the bus was the most effective transfer but least enjoyable, refusing absolutely any money from me for the water taxi service he booked instead.

I took a dinner break at 5 p.m. and shared that outside the Trattoria with an unexpected visitor.

“That looks like a lovely risotto, Carla.”

“Bella made our family meal today. It’s glorious, here, take a seat and share with me, please. Sharing a meal is the most basic of human friendships”

I slid the bowl of porcini mushroom risotto into the center of my table, offering Margarita a spare fork. I was pleased to see her again hoping to build on the early friendship we’d forged.

“I’d offer you a tire iron, but I think the fork works better.”

She chuckled and made a stabbing gesture as though the cutlery could easily fend off an attacker.

“Bella and Luca are impressed. You’re past the first hurdle to becoming part of the fixtures and fittings.”

“Can I tell you something, please, Margarita?”

“Of course.”

I sat back, resting my fork on the edge of the bowl, sipping sparkling water with ice and a slice of lemon, then looked skywards towards an ocean of pure azure blue without a cloud in sight. When I glanced back down at Margarita, my smile infected her and she grinned back at me.

“I’m so fucking happy, right now.”

“You like it here?”

“Nope. I love it.”

“I’m pleased for you and the team. It’s good that you will stay with us. Just be aware that Bella is lining up some guys. I think you call it meet-cutes.”

“It’s only a meet-cute if it happens by pure serendipity.”

“She’s plotting these carefully. Bella believes you need options, so she’s trawling for the best men available.”

We both collapsed into fits of giggling to the extent that Bella noticed and strolled outside to see what the fuss was about.

“Maybe I put too much wine in the risotto for you pair?”

“It’s perfect, Bella. Another triumph.”

“It’s the wine quality and type of parmesan I use. I’ll message the ingredients to you later.”

She sat with us, lit up a minted cigarette, and joined in our girl talk.

“What time is your friend arriving this evening?”

“Around 10 pm.”

“If you want a bottle of wine to share with her help yourself from the top shelf. You can have those for free, only the other shelves you must pay for.”

Bella’s generosity was immense and consistent with the loving patron she seemed to be. All of the staff had benefits at the restaurant including family discounts with some free drinks at the cafe. We signed sheets to keep the system honest and nobody took advantage as far as I could tell.

My allocation included any food or selected drinks I wanted, another benefit that largely meant I didn’t need to leave the Piazza and got to save most of my salary.

“Did you sleep with her, Carla?”

I studied Margarita’s expression, which revealed her motivation for asking. I knew she was talking about Sam and guessed the reason she’d asked.

“Yes, throughout our college years.”

“Were you both in love?”

“Yes, I believe we were, but it couldn’t work between us back then. We had divergent paths in life. Also, our friendship was too important.”

Bella tapped her ash into a Murano glass tray wearing a thoughtful expression. I was being probed in the nicest way possible and only because both women wanted to know me better.

“And now? You’re both older and wiser. Is there a chance?”

“I hadn’t thought about it, honestly.”

Bella threw her arms up mocking me in a friendly way.

“Carla, Carla, Carla. That’s the first time you’ve lied to me. Come on!”

I shot a nervous look towards Margarita and saw in her face what I felt.

The shame of our lie by omission was becoming a difficult cross for me to bear.


Chapter Seven

Surprise! Surprise!

◆◆◆

“Hug me please, Carla.”

I held Sam tightly while she sobbed into my sweatshirt. I could only imagine what her flight must have been like as a woman agonizing over her husband’s devastating departure.

The water taxi driver and my kitchen colleague carried Sam’s luggage from the small, light-colored wooden boat. I noticed its brilliant white trim, spotlessly clean windshield, and shiny steel deck fittings on a vessel that was impeccably polished and possessed a vibe, exposing the exceptional pride of its owner.

I took my friend’s hand and walked her to the side entrance of Bella’s Trattoria and upstairs into my apartment.

“I have wine.”

“Good, but I need hugs first, please.”

“How was the boat taxi?”

“Beautiful, but it was dark and I couldn’t see much.”

Sam didn’t want to let go of me. Perhaps this was the first time she’d properly expressed her grief. My best friend and former lover was in a sorry state, and it was up to me to help rebuild and repair what a departed husband had undone.

“We’re going for a run in the morning, babe. You can only have one glass and then we’re off to bed.”

“Okay. I didn’t bring running gear, though.”

“I have spares of everything.”

“Do I have to go? I’m jet-lagged.”

“If you want to get your husband out of your system, yes. If you’d rather mope around, feeling sorry for yourself, take the bottle to bed and sleep till the afternoon.”

“That’s a bit harsh, Carla.”

“But necessary, Sam.”

We stared each other down as though we were back in our shared room in college having a lovers' tiff. I smiled, then she did too, lightening the mood and realizing the irony of how quickly we’d slipped back to better days.

“Yes, okay. That’s true, but fuck, you’re so cruel sometimes.”

“Sorry.”

She disentangled herself from my arms looking much worse than when I’d left her in New York. Sam’s mascara hadn’t helped matters, dressing a face with a death mask that was already swollen by floods of tears, and a few sleepless nights.

I ushered her towards the bathroom, pointing at a pile of fluffy towels, and a basket filled with toiletries, issuing an instruction for her not to appear until she stopped looking like death warmed up.

It took Sam half an hour and a full tank of heated water. I hoped Bella and Luca didn’t want a late-night shower because they would have to wait.

It was worth the risk of incurring the ire of my boss because Sam looked much better when she emerged, wrapped in my bathrobe with a pair of slippers I hadn’t known were there.

“Whose are these?”

“I have no idea. Probably Bella’s mother. Wine?”

“Yes, please.”

“It’s a Pinot Grigio.”

“I don’t care, babe as long as it's more than 11%.”

“Do you want to talk about Paul?”

“There’s not much to say, really. I had time on the plane to decompress. I got a little drunk, then slept it off.”

“Is there no hope for reconciliation?”

“Not unless you’ve discovered a way to make men who want to suck cock, prefer a pussy.”

“Paul’s gay?”

“Yes, and I had no fucking idea.”

“Fuck. I did not see that coming.”

“The heart wants what the heart wants, Carla, but I still love him so much.”

“Are you angry?”

“Not as much as when I spoke to you on the phone. I’m devastated, though. I don’t want Paul to be unhappy, but I can’t see why my heart should get trampled because of his life’s journey.”

I saw tears welling inside her raw red-rimmed eyes and shifted myself closer along the couch so Sam could lean her head into my lap. As I played with her hair, twirling it around my finger to make a long curl, I saw my old college girlfriend appear in a face I’d once loved deeply.

“It’s not his fault then, really?”

“I don’t know. If it was another woman that he left me for I could be more angry. But this? He said we weren’t sexually compatible and I guess he’s right.”

“Sleep with me tonight, Sam.”

“Just as friends?”

“Friends forever babe.”

She woke at least twice, as I recalled the following morning. Each time she rose from a deep, troubled slumber, Sam sought the comfort of spooning into me, sobbing gently. By the morning she looked haggard, but I hauled my friend from our bed and forced her outside to follow me for a jog.

I wanted to cross Rialto Bridge and run through the old Venetian fish market that would close and be sluiced down before 9 a.m. She struggled but kept pace with my slower-than-usual jog and I was pleased to see her smile when taking in the inspirational sights.

Venice, early in the morning, is a very different scene from the one that captivates tourists later in the day. Local people dash, dodge, and weave, on business or personal errands, before the city network of pedestrian ways becomes choked. The city always has a presence that lifts the soul, sucking you in, and its authenticity is never more present than during the early period of every day.

The sun warmed my face and I felt positive pounding the pathways that ran alongside canals, into narrow shadowed lanes between buildings, over short bridges, and through the Piazza.

I smelled the fish market almost as I was upon it knowing the catch was fresh and would disappear in a fraction of the time it took to catch and land it. I led Sam through an archway, slowing to a walk between the seafood traders set up on either side of a line of pillars that ran down the center to the far end.

The ground was wet from its constant cleaning by laborers who sluiced the market paving slabs, sweeping any fish blood or guts into steel grating covering channels designed for their removal.

“Ciao Carla!”

I turned on my heels, almost falling backward against a pillar when I heard Luca. He smiled while struggling with a large wooden crate filled with ice and I guessed, some treats for our diners later.

We jogged over to greet him and he rested the load on a nearby trader's table. Luca offered his hand and winning smile to Sam. His respiration was labored and I figured he couldn’t be as fit as I thought him to be. His face seemed strained and both hands trembled from the load he’d carried a few yards.

“Ciao, Sam. Welcome to Italy and Bella’s Trattoria.”

“Thank you.”

She wasn’t sullen, but the level of disinterest Sam had in being engaged by Luca’s conversation was less than zero. I pointed to the fish as a distraction from her dismissive disposition.

“I don’t see any brisket.”

“Haha. You will select the best beef for us, Carla. I have great faith in my Sous Chef.”

We jogged away and returned to the Trattoria where Sam and I helped each other stretch off tired muscles, acting as each other’s leaning post.

The side entrance I used to reach my apartment when the Trattoria was shut slammed open and Bella, with menthol cigarettes in hand, marched out, ready to light up. She almost sprinted past me and Sam, barely shaking hands on the way through.

“You’re a nervous wreck. Is everything okay, Bella?”

“Ciao, ciao, I need a cigarette, sorry girls.”

“It’s okay. We saw Luca at the fish market just now.”

“He didn’t sleep here last night.”

“Oh.”

I saw a few dark, heavy sacks underneath Bella’s eyes and quickly realized she was of a similar demeanor to Sam. She relaxed only once the cigarette was sparked, and she’d dissipated clouds of smoke from three heavy draws by waving her hands before it wafted towards us.

“Can I have one, please?”

My eyes popped out on stalks, glaring at my friend. Sam gave up smoking years ago and had been very proud of that. She glanced at me with guilt writ large on her face while Bella, a cigarette half discharged from the packet ready to donate, eyeballed me, seeking permission.

“I am not my friend’s keeper.”

I held both hands up so Bella handed Sam a cigarette offering to light it from her own. They looked like a couple of conspiratorial kids who stole Mom's stash and wanted to puff the lot before getting caught.

Sam took a couple of drags, tipped the ash, and laughed. She stared at Bella with a growing, knowing smile.

“Does Carla know this is weed?”

“Nope, she just thinks I like menthol. The mint disguises my guilty pleasure.”

I planted both hands on my hips looking like an indignant bride whose groom’s father was drunk at the reception.

“What the fuck you guys.”

“Chill out, Carla. I have a good supply that cannot get me in any trouble. It takes the edge off… well, anything really. You should try it sometime. You’ll need it if you take another boyfriend.”

Sam nodded vigorously in agreement while inspecting the convincingly well-rolled cigarette with the reverence of a cannabis aficionado enjoying a joint. Bella removed a couple more from her packet, wrapped them in a handkerchief she rummaged out from a jeans pocket, and handed the treasure to my friend.

“It’s clean. Not a single tear on that one.”

“I can’t say the same for mine.”

“You have to move on. We can’t suffer in bad relationships. That’s not good for anyone.”

“Do you have the same problem, Bella?”

“Not anymore. My husband and I are moving on. He announced it yesterday before disappearing someplace.”

I stared towards the canal, praying that somewhere in the murky water was a genie that could transport me anywhere but here. Bella broke our awkward silence with a chuckle and a slight wave of her cigarette hand, as though she was dismissing her marriage as a bad joke.

“Bring Sam to the cafe. She can be useful instead of crying about a lost man. There are plenty more here. She can have anyone she likes including mine as long as she doesn’t mind sharing him with every slut in Venice.”

“Ciao Bella.”

Fuck, what a time to make your entry.

Luca sauntered around the corner and must have heard the trailing words of his wife’s comment. He bowed politely to her and then to us.

“What my wife means, is that we have mutually agreed to part ways. I will remain at Bella’s Trattoria as its head chef, but we will separate in love.”

“We did separate already, bastard.”

“Well, yes. I guess yesterday was the final straw, right?”

“Yes.”

If Bella had a knife I felt sure the Trattoria would be minus a head chef in a few short minutes.

I refrained from any comment, determined to stay on the periphery of the chasm into which both women and Luca had descended. Their chagrin made me even more determined to square my situation with Dave and make up for having thrown him out of my apartment. He and I would not reconcile but at least I could apologize for my poor behavior and move on.

Sam was delighted over the cafe when we strolled across the piazza. She rearranged the serving counter to match her Coffee Bean style back home while I hauled around tables and chairs outside. Bella didn’t seem to mind ceding control and sat on a barstool puffing more of her special blend mind relaxing weed looking like a Union Pacific steam locomotive circa the 1800s.

Once the cafe was set up for the day and while still vacant of customers, I poached eggs for everyone while Bella toasted her grandmother’s recipe wholemeal bread. Sam brewed our coffee topping off each brilliant porcelain white bowl with cream and a chocolate-sprinkled pattern, more expertly than Bella or I could.

“Love hearts for everyone here.”

“You are an expert, Sam.”

“I need this blend, Bella.”

“We have a fabulous coffee roaster. I’ll introduce you.”

When I sat down, fork raised and ready to invade my perfect poached pillows, footsteps approached from behind me preceding another welcome visitor. A loud voice shouted the hearty greeting and farewell common to all of Italy.

“Ciao ladies.”

“Ciao, Margarita.”

We all shuffled around, making room for Luca’s sister who beamed at her best friend, me, and then Sam, shaking everyone’s hand. An extra fork slid out from Sam’s apron pocket, surprising Bella.

“Always be ready. More so in New York. It’s a very exacting place where service is concerned.”

I had to admire Luca because he saw us all together from outside the Trattoria and strolled over completely relaxed. I guess he didn’t see himself as a wounded gazelle staggering across four starving lionesses but that bravado was doubtless the reason so many women swooned over him.

“Ciao beautiful ladies.”

He leaned off the back of his estranged wife’s chair looking for all the world like a man with no troubles while Bella scowled. When everyone ignored him awkwardly, he tapped me on the shoulder, whispering while the others continued talking.

“Can you come with me please, Carla? I’d like a word.”

Bella raised an eyebrow when we strolled off towards the Trattoria. Our early shift was still an hour away, I needed a shower and didn’t appreciate the suspicious optics Luca had created.

In the kitchen, I unrolled my knife bundle and began sharpening, while he checked the restaurant to make sure we were alone. By the time I realized it was a bad idea to play with knives given my mood, I’d already committed and couldn’t stop.

Luca leaped onto the butcher's block nearby, groaning in pain when he almost fell sideways.

“Is Sam okay?”

“She’ll be fine and really nothing for you to be concerned about.”

“I heard what my wife said about me. Sam is very beautiful bu-.”

He didn’t get to finish the sentence and it was unfortunate that I was working on my eight-inch chef's knife when Luca opened his mouth. I screamed with absolute fury and stabbed the butcher's block, right between my head chef’s legs.

My dad’s knife stood upright with its tip buried in the well-worn, hardwood, inches from my boss’s balls.

“Don’t finish that fucking sentence Luca or god forgive me, I’ll castrate you.”

Luca didn’t flinch. His smile remained as carefree as everything else about him. He stared down at my knife, then at me, and began laughing.

“Your father would definitely not approve of you using those beautiful knives in such a barbaric way. I’m proud you have the spirit of an Italian, less so when you wield your knife so poorly, Carla.”

“What? What the fuck do you want, Luca. Tell me, please?”

He plucked my knife from the wood, and inspected its blade and tip, seemingly pleased it had sustained no damage. When he passed it back to me handle first, tutting and sighing, I knew Dad would side with him.

“Next time I recommend that you use a cleaver. Less chance of damage to the wood and more likelihood of achieving your desired outcome. Eight-inch knife, Carla, really? It’s the most important blade you own.”

He wagged a finger at me as though the important factor was my choice of knife with which to attack him. Had I aimed poorly, Luca may not have been able to reproduce, or worse, I could have ended him by severing a femoral artery.

Nerves overtook me, and my hands shook with fear and rage. My lips trembled and I felt adrenaline course through my veins as my soul begged my body to take flight.

“You’ll destroy everything here. A perfect Trattoria laid waste by a man whore. What do you want from me?”

I felt a fabulous job and a new life with such great potential slipping through my fingers like sand in a desert. I bowed my head and felt a dull ache attack behind my eyes and into the back of my head. Sadness and anger swarmed through me and I couldn’t bear it.

“I need your help, Carla.”

I stared at him with utter incredulity and paused to think before I spoke. My breathing was shallow and I felt panicked. I’d never nearly eviscerated a man's tackle before, so I was outside my comfort zone with no clue how to react or behave.

“What do you mean?”

“With Bella. I need your help, please?”

“You must be fucking joking. You’ve destroyed any faith that woman might have in you by now.”

“I have never been unfaithful to my wife.”

“Fucking, what?”

“Yeah. I know what you think. I flirt and push a little too far, maybe. But, I don’t sleep with another, never. I swear on the lives of my parents.”

“Umm, you’re lying, right now.”

“Nope. The Sous Chef thing is all about them not being good enough. Flirting was the easiest way to get rid of useless staff that I never interviewed. One of them lasted only a few minutes. I asked her about the five mother sauces when I drove her from Marco Polo Airport and she hadn’t a clue. I’m not working with that kind of shit.”

Hmm, I can empathize with you on the sauces. Been there, done that.

“What about your disappearances?”

His face contorted while he choked and fought back tears. I saw deep conflict etched in his face and suddenly Luca looked much older than a man in his thirties. The boyish smile dissolved, replaced by a much less confident man and his shoulders dropped, wholly defeated.

“I can’t lose my Bella. I love my wife with all my heart and soul.”

“I don’t understand. You literally just told us all that you and she were done.”

“It’s for a good reason.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Luca. Spit it out. I have no time for games.”

“I have leukemia.”

I gawped at him in absolute disbelief and couldn’t find any words to respond. His expression seemed sincere, and I detected no attempt at deceit.

“I have never cheated on Bella and I won't, but I needed a ruse to have treatment every week without her knowing.”

“Are you serious? Can you prove all of this?”

“I’m booked in for each session at the clinic. The doctors can confirm it.”

“Why are you gone overnight?”

“Afterwards, I’m feeling so weak, so I sleep at the clinic. I can’t tell my wife because I don’t want her to worry. I can’t make love to her because the chemo has robbed me of that ability so-.”

“You lie to her instead?”

“Yes.”

My knees felt weak and I leaned against a stainless steel table. My face flushed and head swam as my body became overwhelmed by emotions.

“B-b-but? I don-”

“I can’t tell Margarita either. It would kill her.”

“Are you dying?”

“My final chemo on this round was last night. Some results will be known soon with a fuller prognosis in a few weeks.”

“You have to tell them both what’s going on.”

“I can’t.”

“You fucking have to, and sooner rather than later, or they won’t be able to deal with it if you die having hidden this.”

“I can’t. I won’t.”

My head snapped up and I felt unadulterated anger towards him. He slipped off the butcher's block and sidestepped me, glancing nervously at my knife roll.

“Stop being such a selfish bastard, Luca.”

“Why is that selfish? It suits Bella to believe I am sleeping around. I didn’t build that narrative. She got there all by herself.”

“Because you inferred it and set her up with endless secretive liaisons and suspicious behavior. Oh, god, I’d like to slap you right now.”

“Well, okay, that much is true. What should I do, Carla?”

“Your wife and sister have a right to join this fight with you. Hell, even your kitchen brigade should know. They will want to help you pull through this as well.”

“Do you think so?”

“Just in one service, I saw that they adore you. What kind of a leader are you that can’t see the truth?”

“The kind who is terrified.”

“You’ll lose Bella if you don’t tell her the truth. Your sister will never forgive you, and if you die, your legacy will be trashed.”

He looked at near collapse and I felt sympathy. It seemed the real Luca was a frightened and sensitive man who needed his wife but couldn’t bear the bad news he must deliver her.

“I’m going now because I must get ready for a shift. It’s not fair that you told me this bad news before sharing it with your family. Think about it, Luca. If I can help, I shall but please, for the love of god, tell your family including our kitchen brigade.”

I left him alone in the kitchen gently nodding his head, almost crying. There was no way I could rejoin the others who were laughing and joking outside the cafe because my mood was tempestuous and I might snap at anyone for little or no reason.

I showered and dressed for my shift, preparing a cafetiere of fresh blend coffee, lacing it with far too much sugar to counter the weakness in my knees. I’d known Bella and Luca for a few days, but their Trattoria, the brigade of chefs, and this apartment had already soothed years of my discontent.

I belong here.

My apartment door opened and a refreshed-looking Sam strolled in, smiling brightly where only an hour ago, sadness had loomed. She spotted me, noticed my demeanor, and sensed something was awry.

“Are you okay, babe?”

“Yeah, no problem. Luca wanted to go over the menu. Fancy coffee?”

“Always.”

She helped herself to the cafetiere, raising a disapproving eyebrow at the sugar bowl.

“Bella’s moving quickly.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it sounds to me as though she’s planning a night out and considering Tinder to get some quick therapy for a bad marriage.”

“Oh, fuck.”

“Why? Don’t you approve? Seems to me that Luca deserves it.”

“You don’t know that.”

I snapped and was sorry immediately. Sam would know there was a story, but it wasn’t mine to reveal.

“Oh sorry. Didn’t mean to offend you, hun.”

I felt sick to the pit of my stomach, knowing that if Luca didn’t move quickly, for sure he’d lose his wife forever, regardless of his truth or medical woes.


Chapter Eight

Truth be told

◆◆◆

“Who is Liam?”

“Umm, what do you mean, Sam?”

“Oh, please stop it. Don’t, what do you mean me, Carla Keady. I’m your oldest friend and the longest-standing relationship you’ve ever had. If there’s a love interest on your horizon, I deserve to know all the sordid details.”

“There isn’t anything to it.”

“So, who is Liam then? You didn’t shut up about him in your sleep last night.”

“I think you need to move into the spare room from now on, babe. It seems grieving over Paul only lasted a few days.”

We’d both showered and I was dressing for work while Sam sat at my apartment breakfast bar, sipping a cappuccino while contemplating my somewhat direct comment that was designed to throw her off Liam’s scent.

Her resurgence was miraculous. I knew the emotional wounds incurred by Paul’s departure from her life weren’t healed, but they were definitely eased and more than I’d thought possible.

“Has Venice helped you recover a little, Sam?”

“Yes, but also your genuine and loving friends. I haven’t felt that kind of warmth around me for years.”

“I agree, it’s been quite a surprise for me too.”

“Do you mind if I help at the cafe again, Carla?”

“Of course not. Why even ask me?”

“Because this is your gig babe. I don’t want to intrude.”

I shuffled over to where Sam sat at our small breakfast bar, turning so she could help tie off my chef's apron. I was on butchery first thing and didn’t want my whites caked in dried blood, and me stinking like a corpse by noon.

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say, Sam.”

“Sorry. Anyway, about Liam. Will you share or are you keeping on deflecting and distracting?”

I regarded her carefully. I didn’t want to say much because there wasn’t anything going on. The fact Liam was visiting did excite me a bit because his insistence on seeing me was the sort of chasing by a potential suitor I enjoyed.

“He’s just a guy that I met on the flight coming over here. He’s a widower who liked my sandwich. We talked, and now he wants to meet up for a couple of days.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s studying philosophy, mostly. Other than that, I really don’t know him at all.”

“Shall I make myself scarce at night, then?”

Her cheeky grin caught me midway through hunting down my Crocs. When I found the left foot, it was a perfect missile, striking Sam on her shoulder. When I stood up straight and leveled a serious look at my best friend, I realized it might be wise to reveal something or she wouldn’t stop sleuthing.

“I want the next man I sleep with to be my last Sam. This guy is nice, but I don’t know him at all and have no feelings.”

“Seriously? You’re looking to settle down?”

“Yeah. I want Bella Trattoria to work out for me. For you too if you want that, but I really want to avoid any more failed relationships.”

I paused while she examined me, scanning for any facial tell or body language that might suggest there was more to pursue. I moved on, collected my knife roll, a recipe book, and made for the apartment door and my discreet escape.

Sam stepped in between me and the door with both hands planted on her waist. I halted, then nodded, as though mentally ticking off my day while figuring out how to dodge an inquisition.

“There’s more. You’re hiding something, Keady.”

“Umm, no. That reminds me, Sam. I must text Dave. Bye, sweetie.”

I dodged, ducked, and went for it, but she wasn’t letting anything drop.

“What’s the rush? Why are you messaging Dave? Hang on, don’t just leave. No fucking kiss, then?”

I spun around banged to rights and almost free, but I knew missing our ritual goodbye kiss on her cheek would not go unpunished by a cold silence later.

“I’ll explain everything later over a coffee. Shall I come over to the cafe when I get a break?”

“I’ll see you then, Carla, but we aren’t done yet.”

I kissed her on the cheek and hugged my friend, suddenly dreading what I might walk into at the Trattoria.

Downstairs, our kitchen was silent, spotlessly clean, and looking like the perfect culinary engine that I knew it to be. There is something enigmatic about a manic workplace when it’s enjoying the relaxed calm before a storm. It’s difficult to picture what came before and what might pass next when standing amid sparkling stainless steel, beautifully sculpted dough hooks, exacting conical chinois, perfectly honed blades, and pristine ceramic floor tiles.

I imagined the sights, sounds, smells, and passions that flooded our kitchen each day, realizing I’d become part of that rolling story. The people at Bella Trattoria were special and for some imprecise reason, they believed I was too.

My heart rate surged when I thought about the perfectly coordinated response that met each order as Bella shouted its instruction. Luca caught her words out of the air, whispering the few that our chefs had missed in the melee, calming them with his solid presence.

Luca had impressed me enormously. He floated around the kitchen like an eagle soaring silently above its territory. Our head chef never scolded and always encouraged using a generous smile, or nod and a few kind words, helping and teaching those who struggled.

I daydreamed, imagining how perfect my life could be if Bella Trattoria became a permanence in my life. My plan was to find Dad’s path in this great city and follow him, probably going home eventually and back to a restaurant in New York having learned plenty along the way.

The sound of men chuckling outside hauled me out of a pleasant dream. I reluctantly pulled myself away from the scenes of the last few days that had imprinted permanently on me.

My phone buzzed and I checked the message. It was too early for home and I guessed correctly when a name flashed up on my screen.

Hi Carla. See you in two days.

Yes Liam, Good morning. I’m looking forward to it.

I can’t wait either. I have nothing but good thoughts about you.

Liam’s enthusiasm for me felt uplifting. I reflected on our short time together and the possibilities for a moment until the chuckling outside grew louder warranting further investigation.

Who is that?

I stepped outside and saw my teenage colleagues from the prep station. Angelo and Sebastien lurked, sitting atop a low wall beside the canal that serviced our Trattoria and the local neighborhood. It was large enough for gondolas, and most water taxis with light traffic, which made it cleaner than most.

When they saw me, both young men hopped off the wall and approached me, smiling and with hands outstretched.

“Ciao Chef.”

“Ciao guys.”

The teenagers always waited for Luca or my permission to enter our kitchen. The head chef preferred that less experienced staff be accompanied by one of our station heads and since prep didn’t have one, I was theirs.

Luca also insisted they were inspected every morning for their turnout, something they both seemed to enjoy, seizing the moment to impress.

“Did you starch?”

“Yes, chef.”

“Did you remember what I said about the checks on your trousers?”

“The bigger the square, the bigger the asshole, chef.”

“You know it’s just a joke, right?”

“Yes chef, of course. It’s your joke about the last head chef you worked for in New York.”

“And what’s his name? Do you remember?”

“Asshole, chef.”

“That’s right. Now tell me, what’s amusing you two?”

“You’re so funny, Chef. We’re just joking around waiting for our shift.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Are you about done?”

“Yes, chef!”

I couldn’t fault the manner in which Luca trained his brigade. The two young men snapped to attention and were fully focused on me while I inspected them. Once their impeccable turnout was confirmed, I led them both into the kitchen.

“We have fifteen minutes before shift, and I have a project for you guys.”

“Oh, wow.”

I set a tatty blue hardback book with curled-up corners on the table. I’d inserted several colorful tabs inside it to bookmark matters of interest to me. Inside were recipes that Mama had curated. Magazine clippings, beautifully hand-written notes with old instant photographs, slightly jaded by the sun were stuffed inside using paper clips.

I snapped off the thick elastic band that secured everything, letting it roll along my wrist for safekeeping, and opened the book at a special marker. The guys each leaned both elbows on the stainless steel table, pouring over a recipe, seeming excited.

“We’re making something special, chef?”

“Yes.”

“You’re teaching us?”

“If you want me to.”

“Definitely. Yes please, chef.”

“It’s one of Bella’s mother's recipes. You can see what the dish should look like by the old photographs.”

“Beetroot?”

“Yes, with vodka and some herbs, too. You’ll have to ask one of the fish traders to get you a perfect half side of salmon though, then trim the head, tail, and thin belly parts.”

“They ship them in from Scotland, chef.”

“You’ll need a couple of days to gather everything together, so memorize the recipe. There’s a special day coming soon and I’d like you to present this dish for that occasion.”

“Beetroot cured salmon. It says to use vodka or gin, chef. Which shall we use?”

“I want you to make both versions. I’ll give you the money because this isn’t for our customers.”

“The recipe says to cure in the fridge for forty-eight hours, clean off, and use another day to rest afterward. It doesn’t seem difficult, chef.”

“In theory, it isn’t, but if you mess the salt/sugar mix or use too much alcohol, leave it too long in the cure or use too much juniper, boom… It’s destroyed. Curing is all about patience and timing.”

“Okay, chef. You can rely on us.”

“I know.”

Angelo used his phone to snap a photograph of the notes and Mama’s photograph of the dish, handing the recipe book back to me afterward.

I passed them two hundred euros and smiled. I was happy because it felt good to invest something of myself and Mama in them.

The day passed by quickly. I spent my break with Sam at the cafe, avoiding any contact with Bella and Luca who were like two fiery dragons of myth and legend circling the skies, each breathing fire but never meeting.

Sam was less inclined to probe my personal life while we enjoyed a cappuccino together, and that settled me. Her main point of discussion was around the coffee-roasting perfectionist she’d met a few hours ago.

Honestly, I phased out, deeply troubled by Luca’s awful news. When I left, Sam didn’t appear to notice my distracted state and I escaped unscathed.

The kitchen felt tense and I was certain Luca and Bella’s friction rubbed off on everyone. During a quick leg and back stretch break outside the Trattoria back door, the formidable Trattoria owner finally tracked me down.

“What’s going on?”

“Sorry Bella, I don’t understand.”

“You… him. You’re both avoiding me. Why?”

“There’s nothing going on between us.”

“I know that sweetie but there is something going on. I can tell because I’m not fucking stupid so don’t treat me like I am.”

“I have to go, Bella. Lunch service is about to start.”

“I haven’t opened the restaurant's front door yet, so there’s time for you to be honest with me. I thought we might become friends. Was I so badly mistaken?”

“I have to go, Bella. Please don’t press me.”

I’d vowed not to lie, but if Bella kept pushing me, I’d have a terrible dilemma on my hands. It definitely wasn’t my place to tell a woman already grieving her marriage that a perceived errant husband wasn’t sleeping around, but instead, he might be dying.

“Your fingers are trembling and you can’t look me in the eye. What the fuck is going on, Carla?”

The noise of feet shuffling came from around the corner offering me a tiny chance of distraction. I was panicked and wanted to run, but with nowhere to go my misery was complete.

“Ciao, Bella. Ciao, Carla.”

“Hi, err ciao, Margarita.”

Thank fuck.

Margarita’s expression turned to dread when she read Bella’s thunderous face.

“What’s going on? Why are you angry, Bella?”

Bella’s hands were shaking when she rifled through her apron pockets searching for cigarettes while cursing in Italian. She pointed at me with a furious nod.

“This one is hiding something from me. She’s like the enemy that sneaked into my life.”

“I’m not, I promise you.”

I felt like crying. My emotions overwhelmed me, so Margarita came to my side and held my hand. Bella looked flabbergasted, snapping her head from studying one of us to the other. Her expression spoke of the betrayal she felt and my heart sank further.

“You too? How could you betray me, Margarita?”

“It’s not her fault. It’s my brother. He… he… he… oh fuck!”

“He didn’t do it, Margarita.”

I stopped Margarita before she dropped her brother in the shit. The whole situation was getting out of control rapidly and only one thing might make it worse.

Oh fuck!

“Ciao ladies. Have you finished your break, Carla? I need you inside.”

“No, she fucking hasn’t finished.”

Bella snarled at her husband, baring a full set of dangerous-looking teeth set amid a furious face. Luca held up his hand in an act of surrender, almost tearful.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Luca? If anyone should be crying it's me with the treatment I’ve had at your hands. What have we become? We used to be in love and now, you… y-.”

Luca grabbed Bella by the hand. She tried to shake him off, but his grip wouldn’t be prised off by a crowbar.

“Can we talk inside the restaurant, please? All three of you ladies, together. I must explain.”

Bella looked furious, Margarita was devastated but I knew it was nothing compared with how she’d feel very soon. We marched behind Luca through the kitchen like the naughty line heading for a headmaster's office.

He opened the adjoining door and we trooped inside an empty restaurant. I caught sight of the absolute terror written on Sebastien’s face, shaking my head calmly to him so that he knew there was nothing to worry about.

“Please sit down. All of you.”

Luca wasn’t in a mood to be defied and even his disaffected, furious wife complied, albeit shooting him a poisonous glare.

He knelt beautifully, like a knight before his wife and, were it not for delivering such devastating news I might be witnessing a stunning proposal of marriage.

“I have never cheated on you, Bella.”

“Ha! Fuck off! Liar.”

“I have never cheated on you, Bella. I could not and never would, I swear on my parents' lives.”

Margarita was incensed and stood up screaming, stabbing a finger in her brother’s direction.

“How could you lie about the lives of Mama and Papa? You are vile, brother.”

“Sit down, sis. I’m not lying.”

Luca took both of Bella’s hands in his and stared upward into her eyes. Tears rolled down his cheeks and suddenly his wife’s demeanor changed. I thought she must have sensed something was badly wrong and looked afraid.

“I’m sure you have, Luca.”

“No. I never did. I needed to get away for some nights because I’m sick.”

“What do you mean, sick?”

There was a jaw-dropping moment when both women changed their attitudes instantly. Margarita looked terrified and Bella’s bottom lip trembled.

“I have leukemia. I’ve been treated for some time.”

I watched Bella’s face collapse in the most tragic way. Her facial muscles tore each other apart while some tried expressing disbelief, and others spasmed in and out of various forms of horror.

“No!”

“Yes, it's true. I’ve been treated at the Ignacio clinic when you believed I was sleeping with other women. I deliberately made you think I was unfaithful because the alternative felt worse.”

“No! Please no. God no!”

She wailed like a mourning widow at her husband’s fresh graveside. My heart sank further than at any time since I’d lost Dad. I felt a deep, aching compassion for her, and a desperate need to assuage Bella’s unbearable pain.

“I’m sorry, Bella. Forgive me.”

She slid off the chair into Luca’s arms, burying her face in his chest, sobbing like a child with nobody to love them. Margarita collapsed onto the pile as Luca tilted over, then fell flat on the wooden floor with both women clawing their way into his arms.

They all cried pitifully and I joined them, devastated by their sadness.

“No, Luca, no, it can’t be.”

“I might live. I have hope, at least. The treatment went well they said.”

Bella couldn’t get up from the floor and Margarita barely made it back to her chair, rubbing both eyes as though she could wipe away her brother’s illness.

“How long ago did you know about this, brother?”

“About eighteen months. I started having fortnightly treatment but it wasn’t working, so recently it became weekly, and finally, every few days. I’ve had my final session and now we must wait for the results.”

Bella wiped the tears from her eyes, almost straddling her husband, still sobbing hard.

“Why did you hide this from me, husband?”

“I can’t bear to think of you alone and I don’t want to be taken away from you, my Bella.”

“You’ll live. You fucking owe me that much after this torture. Has there really been nobody else?”

“None. Never!”

“You’re fucking lucky then.”

“Why?”

“I had a Tinder date booked for Friday. There was someone to replace you already lined up.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Of course I am you fool.”

I helped Bella to her feet while Margarita hauled her brother up. My head chef turned to me, nodding his silent appreciation.

“Can you take over lunchtime, please? I must talk with my wife.”

“No problem.”

I turned towards Margarita knowing she wouldn’t leave the restaurant until talking things over with her brother. In the meantime, she needed to be active or tear herself apart with melancholy.

“Margarita, can you get Sam over here, and you two run the front of house? I’ll get around all stations and Simone can run the pass.”

I watched Bella lean her shoulder under her husband’s armpit to support him and the two walked proudly out of the restaurant and through a kitchen filled with terrified chefs. Margarita looked devastated, so I stepped closer and hugged her tightly.

“He’ll be okay. I really believe in him.”

“Are you sure?”

“If anyone can pull through, he can, and now, with everyone supporting Luca, he’s going to beat this.”

“Yes, he will. Thank you, Carla.”

Her tear-drenched eyes expressed an indescribable sorrow, so I held her a few minutes longer until a light tapping at the door signaled the starting gun for our lunchtime rush.

When I walked into the kitchen my relief looked palpable. Luca had turned the page, everything was well with him and Bella and we had a service. That’s what my face and body language said to our brigade, but my heart played a very different tune.

“What happened to our head chef, please?”

Angelo looked worried and when he asked me the question, everyone else’s ears pricked up.

“Nothing to worry about. We do what our head chef taught and we serve the customers. Everyone understands?”

“Yes, chef.”

“Understand?”

“YES, CHEF!”

“That’s better.”

Sam crossed the piazza to help and knew something was wrong. I still didn’t want to tell her about Luca, so I kept myself busier than I needed to be.

Once the lunchtime diners left, our front of house had no problem dealing with the afternoon beer and cocktail crowd who ebbed and flowed through the piazza like the tide on a shingle beach.

Sam tracked me down while I rested on a bench in the center of the piazza. Dinner service was two hours away, and I needed peace to calm my frayed nerves. Margarita had joined Luca and Bella in their apartment because she couldn’t stand being sidelined any longer.

My best friend slipped her hand into mine, squeezing tightly.

“There will be an announcement soon, Sam.”

“I figured as much.”


Chapter Nine

Light on the horizon

◆◆◆

Sam left me alone on the piazza bench because a late afternoon coffee onslaught had spawned a queue outside the cafe. The sun felt too warm, but a slight breeze came off the sea, channeling through myriad canals and pathways, gently cooling my cheeks.

I felt disheartened and leaned forward, groaning loudly before face-planting into both palms. My emotions churned because I’d fallen into an abyss filled with anger and sorrow.

A day ago, my future imagined life had felt like a newly launched vessel afloat with prospects. Today, I was shipwrecked on jagged rocks, splintering apart with no salvation in sight.

“Don’t be so sad, my dear.”

“Bella.”

“Ciao, baby.”

“Ciao.”

Bella sat on the bench near me, kicking her skirt hem wide to inspect the flowery patterned fabric for blemishes or stains. Like me, she was meticulous in cleanliness for all things. I suspected a strand of OCD ran through her matrilineal line, much like in the Keady clan.

“Thank you, Carla.”

“What for?”

“For not cleaving my husband’s balls from the rest of him when you no doubt wanted to. I may still need them.”

“Oh, Bella. I’m so sorry!”

I couldn’t laugh at her joke, which she almost choked on. Bella shifted closer along the wooden slatted bench, and we hugged, crying in utter misery. I had no right to steal her moment of suffering, but I couldn’t help sharing it.

“We’re going to the clinic now. Luca is getting dressed. I have all of the medical notes that he hid from me.”

“Will they have any solid information today?”

“No, but they said we could meet and discuss everything, ask questions, and such like. The results of his tests won’t be known for two weeks.”

“God, Bella. I hop-”

“Stop! There is no more hoping about this anymore, Carla. Luca will pull through his illness, and our family will grow and thrive. You must step up to help us, please.”

“Of course I will.”

“It’s what Mama would want. We will all stick together.”

“I know.”

“You feel her presence in the apartment, don’t you?”

“Yes, she’s everywhere.”

“She would love you very much.”

“Thank you, Bella.”

“I must go and drag Luca from in front of the mirror now. I’ll see you later. Please assemble everyone after service so we can explain to them what’s going on.”

“Of course.”

I strolled back to the Trattoria with her. Bella, who was always a proud woman, held her head high and smiled, even skipping to her husband when he walked through the front door.

“The color has returned to your face, Luca.”

“The truth has set me free, Carla. Thank you. Oh, thank your dad for me in your prayers too.”

“What for?”

“A perfectly weighted eight-inch cook's knife.”

I smiled and watched the loving couple walk across our piazza with their arms linked. Day and night conspired in the last flickering light of the sun, and I thought the universe deliberately shone on those two before they disappeared into a shadowy alleyway.

I strolled through the restaurant, acknowledging customer smiles and a few nods of friendship from those who recognized me. Word of my employment at the Trattoria spread through our neighborhood quickly, and I frequently stopped for a friendly chat while walking outside.

I vowed to learn more Italian than my current limited vocabulary comprising a greeting or farewell.

“What’s happening, chef?”

“You’re presenting our secret dish on Friday, Angelo.”

“No, I meant with our head chef. Is he okay?”

“We will find out after service. Let’s do this for our owner and head chef, shall we everyone?”

“YES, CHEF!”

The whole brigade shouted. Their unanimity in support brought tears to my eyes, which I hid by moving quickly through the stations, inspecting each for their readiness.

The orders steamed through our kitchen almost nonstop, and I failed to notice when Bella and Luca returned, slipping upstairs. I first realized when both had seamlessly changed into work clothes and slid into their usual roles. Sam waved goodbye, leaving the front of house to return cafe side, Margarita stayed to help, and I took over the pass, smiling at my boss.

Luca and Bella seemed relieved, but that might be an unrelenting stoic determination to maintain high morale.

We’ll find out soon.

Service went well, and Sam slipped back over late on, hanging about on the canal wall with the rest of the cafe staff. We scrubbed everything down as usual, and slowly, each person finished their chores and filtered into the restaurant, taking a seat.

When Bella and Luca entered the room, they scanned the faces of their staff, who loved them both dearly. The atmosphere in our heavenly Trattoria was drenched with unhappiness.

Bella strolled around the room clockwise, patting shoulders, rifling through hair, and lifting chins.

“No more sorrow and tears, please. My husband has leukemia, but his chances of surviving and growing old enough to cause me a life of pain are excellent.”

A subdued chuckle rose, then dissolved quickly, leaving much more sorrow than happiness.

Luca stood in the center of the Trattoria, leaning on a pillar. He seemed relaxed and smiled at each person around the room.

“My cancer treatment went well. Now it’s ended, and my strength will return more every day. Soon, I will carry fish from the market without almost collapsing.”

He glanced at me smiling, and I grinned back, remembering our chance meeting in the fish market.

“I want you to put this problem at the back of your minds. Two weeks from now, tests will decide if I need more treatment or whether I am okay. I feel strong and positive about me and all of you.”

He beat his heart three times with a clenched fist, emphasizing the determination I’d witnessed in his kitchen.

“I have regained the love of my wife after a stupid mistake and found a new great friend in our Sous Chef. I have all of you, my family, who I love very dearly.”

“I love you too, chef.”

Practically everyone murmured their adulation softly, but each was loud enough to be heard. A few sobbed gently, miserable at the thought they might lose a great mentor and friend.

“I mean it, you guys. My life is far from over. The doctors are optimistic, so we will march on. I’ll hear no more of this illness until my results are delivered. Do you understand?”

“YES, CHEF!”

Angelo raised his hand high. I’d noticed he’d been the most affected by the sad news and seemed fit to burst.

“Will you share any news with us, chef? Updates and such?”

“Yes, of course. Now, all of you, get off to bed.”

I lingered in the dining room, comforted by its ancient wooden paneling. I stared at a floor with more character polished into its grain than any other place I’d ever visited.

When Bella had escorted her husband upstairs, she returned to the dining room, floated across its wooden floor, and sat opposite me.

“He doesn’t need my help to get upstairs.”

“I know.”

“I do it to comfort myself.”

“I know that, too.”

“Would you like to sit in the piazza and admire the stars while I smoke myself into a state of happiness?”

“I’d love to Bella.”

She locked the Trattoria front door while I strolled ahead, intending to scout out the best view of the stars. When she joined me, we sat close together and held hands in solidarity.

“Are we friends, Carla?”

“I hope so.”

“Yes, I think we are. Mama would approve of our friendship.”

I leaned backward and stared at the heavens on a beautifully clear night. I could never tell if the pinprick lights strafing across the sky were shooting stars or just low-orbit satellites, but I wished on each one, anyway.

“Look, Carla. Do you see them?”

Bella nudged me, and I peered into the darkness towards the cafe, where two figures lurked stealthily in the shadows. They were clearly in romantic clinches and kissing as passionate lovers do.

“Do you think they are lovers or a married couple, Bella?”

“This is Italy, sweetheart; it could be kids dating or their grandparents having an affair. Our city is a majestic place for lovers.”

“Are you and Luca good now? Forgive me for asking.”

She stared me squarely in the eye with nothing but affection on her face.

“Yes, Carla. Me and Luca are good now.”

“I’m so relieved.”

“Luca told me you brought him to his senses, and I am grateful for that.”

“No problem.”

We silently spectated the shadowy lovers as though we’d bought tickets and were entitled to a show. When it was apparent they were getting very intimate, it felt wrong to invade their privacy, but I was too far invested in their successful outcomes.

I felt aroused by their passion. Their love became noisy in an otherwise peaceful piazza and had clearly progressed far beyond first base.

Bella chuckled, and I snorted, clasping a hand tightly over my mouth to stifle the noise, but it was too late. The couple heard us and dissolved backward into the shadows. After a few minutes of silence, someone barely emerged, scanning in every direction for danger. When they believed the coast was clear, a woman strode briskly across the piazza, away from us, hugging the buildings.

“Fucking hell!”

“What is it, Carla?”

“It’s Margarita.”

“Oh fuck. The sneaky bitch has a secret lover.”

“I can’t see who it is, can you?”

“No. They must have slipped away in the other direction.”

Bella roared with laughter once Margarita had cleared the piazza. There was little chance our friend knew we’d disturbed her because our bench was in complete darkness, as she had been, hidden away with her lover.

After I bid goodnight to Bella and climbed the stairs to my apartment, I fell through its door exhausted. Sam was already showering but had opened a bottle of red, leaving it to breathe. I poured a healthy glass, glad for some good fortune.

The first sip eased me while I stood at a window gazing into darkness. When I held the oversized glass up to a light, swirling its ruby nectar almost to the rim, I saw Venice, its history, and all the people who ever lived there celebrating their lives and a wonderful city.

With the first glass consumed, I poured a second, but this time only halfway. I saw Sam’s reflection as I stared into the redness, marveling at how something so simple as a grape could be transformed into a bringer of peace and harmony.

“That was an awful day.”

“Yes… it was stressful.”

I poured another glass and handed it to her. Sam always inspected wine by sight and then smelled it before she drank. Her face lit up, with delight rising by another notch each time the examined vintage passed another test.

“Mmm.”

She set her glass down on a coaster and wrapped the towel, protecting her nakedness more tightly before sitting down on our brown leather sofa beside me.

“I’m constantly amazed at how life can change so rapidly from happy to sad, Sam.”

“That’s what it was like for me on the evening Paul announced his new beginning with a guy.”

“We’ve had the car crash, and now we’re in triage.”

“This Barolo will help us recover.”

“Yeah, save some for me, please. I need to shower because I smell like a camel's armpit.”

“Camels don’t have armpits, babe.”

“If they had them, they’d smell like me right now.”

I wasn’t long in the shower because it was approaching midnight, I wanted one more glass of wine and a long sleep. I scrubbed myself hard, pretending to rinse off all troubles.

The only towel left was too short to wrap an eight-year-old in, so I dried off and slipped on pajama bottoms and one of Dad’s laundered t-shirts. When I returned to our kitchen, the remaining wine was split between two fresh glasses. Sam looked serious, so I tried to lighten the atmosphere.

“I’m feeling relaxed now, at least, and that’s without passive smoking Bella’s weed.”

“Will he survive, Carla?”

“Luca’s a great guy when you peel off his pretense of womanizing. If Bella wills him to live on, he dare not defy her.”

“Yeah. They are a great couple. Margarita was devastated when she stumbled into the cafe earlier.”

“They seem very close. Umm… Sam, did you say this was a Barolo?”

“It is, yes.”

“Sam Riley, you fucking slut.”

I bounced off the sofa and rounded on her, stabbing an accusatory finger while trying not to laugh hysterically.

“What the fuck do you mean, Carla?”

“It was you in clinches in the shadows of the piazza. You were kissing Margarita.”

“Oh, come off it. Don’t be so dumb.”

“Oh, oh… look, there it is.”

“There what is?”

“The cat that got the cream grin. You can’t fool me. Jesus Christ… I should have known. You fucking tart!”

I paced the room excited and almost in tears, laughing. Sam stopped denying her liaison with Margarita and sat as red-faced as I’d ever seen her. I felt joyous and clung to the only happy thing that had happened all day.

“I like her, Carla.”

“Ha! See! I was right.”

“Were you sitting near the trees in the darkness?”

“Yes. I was with Bella, and we saw you two at it. Well… when I say saw, it was like watching two shadows fucking.”

“Oh god. Did Bella see us as well?”

“We both saw Margarita leaving but didn’t know she was kissing you.”

I watched a warm smile grow on my friend's face and knew from our history together that she was reliving a memory.

“She kisses just like you, Carla. Soft, gentle, and all woman.”

“Just as you like it, slut.”

“I’m not a slut.”

“No, well… you would have been had you selfishly kept this Barolo, gifted by your girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend.”

“What is she then?”

Sam rested back on the leather sofa, sweeping her hands gently on the cracked, aged surface of the two leather cushions beside her. She lolled her head from side to side as though jogging her brain might provide an answer. In the end, she laughed heartily with a zest for life I’d not seen since she arrived.

“Oh my god, Carla. I have a girlfriend.”

“Cheers to that sweetie. I doubt you could have picked a better one in all of Venice.”

I watched the reality of her new romance sink in and noticed when sadness flickered on her face.

“What is it, Sam?”

“What will I do? I can’t stay here, and how would I tell the kids that mom and dad are both gay?”

I slid onto the sofa beside her, hugging my best friend.

“First things first, Sam.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m messaging Margarita to thank her for a fucking great Barolo.”

“Oh god, you can’t. She’ll know straight away and be mortified.”

“Good. It serves you both right. A naughty pair of sluts making out in the shadows while decent folk enjoy the night's sky should be ashamed.”

Sam chased me around the apartment, desperate to prise off the iron grip I had on my phone. We ended up in the bedroom and collapsed on the duvet into a wrestling match. She won as always and straddled my midriff, holding my phone high as though brandishing a trophy.

When her jubilation expired, Sam looked down at me with uncertainty flooding her face.

“Seriously though, Carla, what shall I do?”

“Seriously, Sam?”

“Yeah. Please, babe. Tell me what to do.”

“I can’t. It wouldn’t be right.”

“Okay then, tell me what you would do.”

I had to think for a moment, but not about what to do because I was confident about that. It might cross a line if I offered advice to a friend who was recently shaken to her core.

I decided to be honest because Sam deserved that. Whatever consequences might arise, our friendship would deal with them.

“Bring them over here to live, Sam.”

“My kids?”

“Yeah. Bring them here and make a life with Margarita, me, Bella, and Luca. Come live in this apartment or the boarding rooms with your girlfriend.”

“Umm, fuck, babe. I was not expecting that.”

“What did you think I’d say?”

“I don’t know, but not that.”

She rolled off me, and I heard her phone buzz from next door. I leaped off the bed and sprinted to the kitchen, slamming two doors behind me on the way. Sam screamed and came after me in hot pursuit, but she was too late.

I did the floss dance, mimicking a childish, mocking voice.

“Night, Sam. XOXO.”

We collapsed in a heap of tickles and laughter, with me relinquishing her phone. Sam rolled over, and her fingers sped across the screen, responding to Margarita’s goodnight kiss with one of her own while I retrieved my glass.

“Are you happy now, Carla?”

“That my best friend found a fabulous girlfriend? Damn fucking right, I’m happy. It’s the only good thing that happened today.”

“Yeah, well. I had better luck than you, I guess.”

“Better luck now, Sam?”

She turned a bright red, and Sam wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

“You’d better finish that sentence, Sam Riley or you will be banished to the spare room tonight.”

“All I will say is that Margarita is very handy with her fingers, babe. Even better than you.”

“Oh wow! You didn’t?”

I could see from large letters written on her face that Sam had been finger-banged.

“You know me, Carla. I’ll let anyone do anything to me for a decent bottle of red wine.”

We went to bed and talked for a while until Sam fell asleep. Knowing the couple downstairs would probably not sleep tonight added to my burden. Even with Sam big spooning me, I stayed awake most of the night, mulling over the future.

How could sadness and joy exist in such abundance at the same time?

The thoughts of Sam bringing her kids to Venice, hooking up with Margarita, and the renewal of Luca and Bella’s love made me want to cry tears of joy. Then cancer invaded my happy place, and stormy clouds lurked far out at sea, threatening to come ashore, disrupting my peace.

The following day, my three-mile run was a temporary relief. Sam slept in because she felt exhausted. Jetlag, work, and the emotions of relationship transformation had weighed, so I let her malingering ride just this one time.

When I returned and dragged Sam out of bed to attend our daily ritual, she was still lazy but willing to be yanked along.

“You look tired, Carla?”

“I didn’t sleep well, Bella. I’m sure you didn’t either.”

“My mind races with bad thoughts when it’s dark and silent. I must turn the page and move on with Luca, praying he will be okay.”

I touched my heart in sympathy and fell silent, pleased when Sam rejoined us, having popped inside the cafe for the toilet. A familiar face strode across the piazza, waving at us.

“Ciao ladies.”

“Ciao Margarita.”

This should be fun.

Margarita was a welcome regular at our dawn coven. This morning, she’d sat beside Sam, who leaned across the table, desperate to start a conversation that would prevent her girlfriend from sniffing out that I knew about them.

“Have you heard about Liam yet, Bella?”

Bella tapped her ash into the Murano glass tray, then stared at me and back at Sam.

“Is that who was crashing around upstairs with you two last night?”

I laughed, more at the horrified expression Sam shot her than Bella’s humor. She stammered a response while searching for a hole to dive into.

“No… no, that was Carla and me.”

I stepped in to divert attention from my faltering friend, but it only worsened things.

“We fought over the last few sips of a fabulous Barolo.”

It was Margarita’s turn to burn bright red. We fell silent, smirking, smiling, and looking like a gang of child spies who possessed the same secret except Bella.

“What’s going on? Carla, who is Liam?”

“I think he was the guy we saw fucking in the shadows last night, Bella.”

She smiled, recalled our voyeurism, and leaned over the table most conspiratorially, beckoning Sam and Margarita into her confidence.

“You won’t believe what Carla and I saw last night.”

“Go on, Bella, tell them.”

Sam looked sick, and Margarita wasn’t far behind. Bella pointed to the scene of last night's assault on decency beside the cafe, chuckling while blowing her smoke sideways to avoid the two perpetrators.

“Two lovers as bold as you like were in the shadows over there going at it hammer and tongs. I’m fairly sure he was fucking her, or at least, the guy had his hands down her pants.”

The fact that Bella knew about Margarita had me almost rolling on the floor laughing. That she didn’t realize Sam was her sister-in-law's co-conspirator made it much funnier.

I finally broke down, almost crying with laughter, when Margarita feigned shock like a Hollywood star, shaking her head with a most serious expression.

“You’re fucking joking me, Bella?”

“Seriously, Margarita. This neighborhood is deteriorating fast.”

I had to get a witty interjection in because it wasn’t fair to be the only one missing out. I also wanted to put Liam off limits, at least until tomorrow, when I could judge his performance under inquisition conditions.

“I blame the Americans. They have lowered the tone of this neighborhood. Even since I arrived here, you can see the change.”


Chapter Ten

Serendipity

◆◆◆

“Chef, they say your boyfriend arrives tomorrow?”

“They say too much, Angelo. You are pure of heart and should not listen to the others.”

I was helping my favorite station shuck oysters and filet a few sea bass because we’d had a run on those menu items. The guys were proficient because Luca loaned them to the fish market for a month when they started at the Trattoria.

“What was the market like, Angelo?”

“Magnificent, chef. I love the people there, even the grumpy ones. They taught well, and it was hard work. They tried to teach Sebastien and me how to swear, but we don’t like it.”

“Everyone swears.”

“Not my mother. She doesn’t want me to swear.”

Most of the kitchen brigade had been lightly teasing me or offering smiles of encouragement. Everyone in our Trattoria seemed invested in each other’s private lives, hoping for successful outcomes that might cross-contaminate their own.

It’s also a fact that kitchen teams become closely knit because they share success and failure at a very personal level, work almost non-stop and for long hours, with few interests outside of food.

Sam had blabbed my news about Liam, partly annoyed at her close call with Bella over Margarita but mostly because she wanted to get me out of the kitchen by force of my colleagues pressing me to leave. Liam was arriving during my two-day break, but given the bombshell news Luca had dropped, it felt wrong to take my time off.

I strolled around the piazza after evening service with Sam, shaking off a shift that had been hard work.

“Don’t you tire of it, Carla?”

“The kitchen?”

“Yeah.”

"Never. Today was shitty because there were customers all wanting the same dish, returned food, and too many mistakes. You have to grind out these days because, in the end, you become better."

“Yeah, but I’d rather run the cafe.”

“On that subject. What’s your plan?”

“Do you want me to leave already?”

“That’s not fair.”

“I was joking, Carla. What’s gotten into you?”

“Sorry, just ignore me because I’m a bit frayed, babe, and not looking forward to Liam arriving tomorrow. I’m worried about Luca and you too. And then there’s Angelo.”

“Hold on, that’s a lot of worry right there. Let’s get back to the others later. Tell me, what’s up with Angelo? He’s a sweet kid.”

“He arrived this morning with a black eye. It was hardly noticeable, but I saw it.”

“He’s just turned seventeen, babe. What do you expect?”

“I can’t see why anyone might fight him, and he has no spiteful bone in his body.”

“Oh fucking come on, Carla. I’m sure he’s fine and probably just walked into something. You should ask him before the morning shift while you inspect him.”

“Maybe, but he covered it up with some foundation.”

“I don’t see what’s so suspicious in that, Carla. As for the rest of your woes, you can handle Liam by sending him to the friend zone if that relationship isn’t heading for the bedroom. Luca’s problem is shelved until two weeks, and I’m easy to deal with.”

“Too fucking easy the other night, babe, to be honest.”

“Carla Keady! When did you become so judgemental?”

She chased me around the piazza, and although Sam was improving her fitness on our morning runs, she was no match. I turned and beckoned teasingly until my Croc shoes clipped a paving slab, and I tumbled backward, laughing.

Sam sat beside me, checking my head for a cut and some blood, while I lay back resting.

“Are you really worried about me, Carla?”

“Of course, Sam. I love you. Not the way Margarita does, but you are woven into the tapestry of my life. I want good things to happen for you.”

She paused momentarily, gathering her thoughts, and I knew she had some news that concerned her. I waited for Sam to spit it out on her own, knowing what a stubborn mule she was when pressed.

“I messaged Paul today.”

“Oh.”

“Just to ask about whether I might move here with the kids. I thought about what you said.”

“What was his response?”

“He wants to visit me here and talk it through.”

“That’s not a no.”

“It’s not a yes either. He apologized for leaving me and asked how I was.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That I found someone else and want him to be happy.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, babe. Life is too short for bitterness, and I don’t want to lie to Paul and the kids. Bella and Luca have perfectly demonstrated the damage poor communication causes.”

“It’s very mature of you. Can I ask, though? Are you in love with Margarita?”

She thought about it, reaching a hand to mine, entwining our fingers before squeezing mine tight.

“I believe I am. It feels real, but I can’t be certain. I’m too soon out from under Paul. When he visits, I guess I’ll know better.”

“She’s nice, and I think you guys make a fantastic couple.”

“We didn’t make love yet. It was just that one time we got frisky when you and Bella saw us fooling around.”

“Why not yet, Sam?”

“I don’t know. I guess the timing hasn’t worked out yet.”

“I’ll buy you another Percy Jackson. You’ll be needing one again soon.”

“They have bespoke dildo makers here in Venice. Margarita suggested we go for a fitting sometime just for fun. She wants to make love but understands I need time.”

“How fucking decadent is that of her?”

We loitered until midnight, just lying around on the cooling paving slabs, not caring that they might be covered in pigeon shit. The stars shone brightly, I was with my best friend, and nothing else in the world mattered. Nothing except Angelo, because I really liked him and he worried me.

We leaned against each other, half asleep, walking home. When we reached the Trattoria side entrance, I saw the burning embers of a cigarette in the darkness.

“You go on ahead, Sam. I’ll catch up.”

I sidled up to Bella and sat on the wall next to her. No words passed between us for a few minutes because she was savoring a joint, and I wanted her to know that my friendship surpassed a need for unnecessary conversation.

“He is an amazing chef, Carla.”

“Yes, he is. Your mom thought so, too.”

“How do you know?”

“She wrote about both of you in the margins of her recipes.”

“Yeah. Mom loved him right enough. She said Luca was a good boy when he first came looking for cleaning work at the back door. Her cookbooks are incredible, right?”

I nodded. Bella’s family cooking legacy was extraordinary; now, I was part of it. She tapped her ash into the canal behind and sniggered.

“What’s funny?”

“How long will it take for Sam to turn up in Margarita’s bed or vice versa?”

“Oh god, you knew?”

She roared with laughter, elbowing me in the ribs.

“Oh, come on. I’m Italian, a woman; I’ve had female lovers and can read faces. You must have known I could see through your collective bullshit this morning?”

“I think it's really great. Sam is admirable, and I only feel positivity about Margarita.”

“I agree. The Trattoria is a better place for both of you and my sister-in-law. But what of you, dear Carla?”

“You mean Liam?”

“Yeah, you don’t mention it, so I never ask. He’s out there, Luca told me; even so, you are quiet.”

“I don’t know him; honestly, I just want to focus on being a great chef.”

“You already did that. Before you came here, you were a great chef. Venice is not only about being a great chef for you. It’s also about your inner passion.”

“Do you think I need someone?”

“No. I didn’t mean that.”

We fell silent again, and Bella flicked the dying butt of her menthol joint into the canal.

“The city council would hang me if they saw what I do.”

“I doubt it. You could poison them.”

She leaped off the wall, landing silently on the floor. When Bella turned to face me, she took both my hands and kissed my cheeks.

“I’m going upstairs to the man who keeps me warm at night. I hope one day you will find someone perfect for you and do the same.”

“Goodnight, Bella.”

“God bless, Carla.”

Sam had already sneaked off to bed when I poured a glass of lemon-flavored water and sat at the breakfast bar to read a few recipes. The interesting thing about many of Mama’s books was the amount of background context each contained. Her life history was scribbled like a journal across thousands of pages in hundreds of books, like a treasure that emerged from the texts if you let them.

I slept well, snuggled into Sam, wondering how long it would be before Margarita rightfully replaced me. She slept soundly; I knew that was because her husband was willing to discuss her future away from New York.

In the morning, I slipped away for a run alone. Dragging Sam out with me had been about stopping her from self-pity, but it seemed she’d gripped her life and didn’t need my mollycoddling.

I picked up my pace, running along Fondamenta Zattere al Ponte Longo. The famous and fabulous promenade edges the main island side of the Canale della Giudecca. A row of brightly colored shops and eateries with apartments above them ran in a wonky line on my left, looking out onto a wide canal with dozens of docking poles slammed into the seabed to my right.

Fisherfolk returning, gondola and water taxi pilots delivering, and the much larger water busses precariously dropping hop-on and off passengers excited me. The water traffic in Venice is like any busy London or New York street during the early morning rush.

The smells along my route range from delicious kitchen prep to yesterday's u-bend blockage. The sounds of a city rising are never dull, and you must always be ready to leap a trolley or dodge someone coming the other way.

Which I wasn’t.

“Holy shit. Watch where you’re going, woman.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You fucking should be lady. I could have seriously hurt you.”

“I’m the one lying on the floor.”

“Yeah, because you are a fucking crazy woman. Fucking tourists are everywhere.”

“I’m not a tourist, but you’re a vulgar man.”

I’d tried to avoid his trolley as it shot out of the door to a small cafe, but I couldn’t. An offensive, rude, but otherwise handsome Italian guy had emerged quickly, looking only for walkers. I could have blamed him for not taking better care, but there seemed little point.

“Are you going to help me up?”

“Oh, yes. Okay, sorry.”

He reached out a hand, and I saw his expression flicker. Fear suddenly crossed his face, and he seemed desperate to escape me. I dusted myself down and stood in his way while the man swayed uneasily from one foot to another.

“Hey, Salvatore. What’s keeping you out there?”

“Nothing mama. I’m just loading up now.”

I had a wicked moment, realizing there was some fun to be had.

“Does Mama know you swear?”

“Of course. Who doesn’t these days?”

“It’s true, but does Mama know you swear and knock down innocent women that you are rude to.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

The fear in his eyes was palpable. Bella had told me that if you want to terrorize an Italian man, threaten him with his mama.

“I might just get down on the floor again and scream.”

“I helped you up. Why would you do that to me?”

“Apologize to me then.”

“What for?”

“Okay, don’t.”

I went to sidestep Salvatore as though I would walk into his cafe to speak with his mama, and he backed off with both palms facing me, looking horrified.

“Okay, okay. You win. I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

His expression changed, and a mischievous grin replaced anger.

“I should have looked around better for tourist runners.”

“And?”

“And… maybe I swore too much.”

“Maybe?”

I glared at him, having more fun teasing the poor man than anything else in days. Salvatore was so easy to play. If I hadn’t had a cafe to help open, I might have stayed all day. He looked exasperated, leaned on his trolley, and gave me his most charming and apologetic boyish look.

“Okay, I swore at you, a lady. Mama hates it when I do that. I’m sorry… are you happy now? Can we part as friends?”

“What else?”

“Umm, I don’t know?”

“Look, Mama won’t wait long, and if this is how you apologize to a girl for running her down, terrifying the life out of her, then deeply offending, then I just… well maybe, I should just-”

“Okay. I disrespected you, and I’m sorry.”

“Are you, really? Sorry, I mean?”

“Yes, I am.”

He really did look sorry. Salvatore wasn’t trying to sneak past me anymore. He didn’t seem to care if his mother would charge through the door, demanding to know where he was. Having calmed down, it seemed all he wanted was to repair his reputation with a girl.

We eyeballed each other, and there came a moment when he wasn’t sure what my next move might be.

“Okay. I’m good. I’ll see you around.”

I ran away, smiling cheekily at the fun I’d extracted from what was truly an accident. I heard Salvatore shout after me and turned around, running backward a few steps.

“Where are you staying?”

“I’m a local.”

I turned around and sprinted away, in the highest spirits I’d enjoyed since Luca’s news. Machiavelli would have been proud of me, and being credited as a philosopher was apt today with the arrival of Liam.

Bella and Sam were heaving the tables and chairs when I broke into a jog at the end of my circuitous route. I was sweating like a racehorse after winning the Derby and probably equally loaded up with hormones.

“You’re late this morning. Was it a longer route?”

“No, I had a moment. That is all, Bella.”

I strolled towards them, ready to help and aiming for a stack of chairs while catching my breath. Bella nudged Sam, offering her a somewhat lewd smile.

“Do you hear that, Sam? Carla had a moment.”

“Yeah. Trying to extract more from her will be like squeezing an olive, Bella.”

“You mean, do it gently?”

“Exactly.”

“Like you and Margarita the other night in the shadows?”

“Oh, fuck!”

Sam was like the proverbial rabbit caught in headlights and unsure which side of the path to reach for to hide. I had to sit down because laughter consumed me completely. Bella looked like the school headmistress demanding to know who threw the ball at a broken window.

“I was going to mention it, honestly.”

“When?”

“Soon, honestly. I swear, Bella.”

“So, will you be honest from now on, Sam?”

“Of course.”

“Okay. Tell me then. Are you in love with my sister-in-law?”

“Oh, that’s not fair.”

“You said you’d be honest. If we four girls can't do that for each other, maybe it’s time to sell Bella Trattoria and move away.”

The teasing and banter continued until we sat around our table with a cappuccino, some water for me, and toast with heaps of homemade strawberry jam. I was still chuckling when Margarita slid into her usual chair.

“What’s funny?”

Bella and I shot each other a mischievous look. I had to cover my mouth with one hand to avoid spraying toasted crumbs on everyone and choked instead.

To her credit, Sam got in before any more hilarity could be had at either her or her lover’s expense.

“They know about us, babe.”

Margarita’s face went white.

“How?”

“These two were fornicating in the darkness the other night while we sat in the shadows. They saw you leaving the piazza. I was exposed by Carla the same night, betrayed by a beautiful Barolo.”

She reached her hand to Margarita’s and gripped it tightly. My heart soared, and I saw Bella looked happy, too. She shook her head and blew them a kiss.

“I wish you guys all my love and the most extraordinary luck in the world.”

Margarita perked up, and I thought perhaps Sam’s acknowledgment of their romance helped her.

“It’s early days, but I think we’re happy, right Sam.”

“Very happy, sweetheart.”

“Maybe you should stay with me tonight, Sam. Liam might need some space at Carla’s, and I’m not sure my girlfriend should be tarnished by such lewd behavior.”

It was my turn to tease, which made me happy because such behavior compliments the strength of a friendship. Thoughts of mysterious, boyish, charming Salvatore obscured my thoughts of Liam and his arrival later. It had been a long time since any man affected me that way. Liam hadn’t, and that was something to consider.

After I showered and changed, I went downstairs and saw Carla’s students, as my two favorite young men wished to be known. When they saw me, both snapped to attention.

“Ciao chef.”

“Ciao Angelo, Ciao Sebastien.”

“We know what Friday is, chef.”

“Do you really?”

“Yes.”

“How did you discover it?”

“Research, chef. It wasn’t hard when we narrowed it down to things that are important to you and linked to Venice, specifically this Trattoria.”

“Have you told anyone else, Angelo? Or perhaps you, Sebastien?”

“Not a word, chef. Our lips are sealed.”

He drew a zip across his lips and crossed his heart. It was a sweet mockery typical of their solid, honest sense of humor. I’d got to know the guys reasonably well, liking their discipline and hard work ethic. The bruise under Angelo’s eye troubled me still, but I didn’t probe.

“How is your surprise coming along?”

“The salmon looks great, but we didn’t taste it yet.”

“Okay. Keep the secret and be ready to present it for after service on Friday.”

“Yes, Chef!”

I couldn’t contain myself all day, wondering if agreeing to have Liam meet me at the Trattoria was wise. Bella told me I could get off early, so I headed up for a shower and changed around 8 p.m. for a 9:30 p.m. liaison.

I’d groomed myself and doubled down by shaving my legs twice; I don’t know why because once was always enough. I dabbed some of Mama’s unknown variety eau de toilette from an antique scent bottle, then opened the window to let air in because I felt hot and bothered.

I considered masturbation to make sure I didn’t succumb to Liam’s charms and do something silly while riding a hormonal tsunami, but there was no time.

I leaned out the window and saw Liam approach, so I watched for a while. I hadn’t realized how tall or handsome he was when we’d last met. I knew Venice had a conspiratorial way of bringing lovers together, so I shook off any notion of romance.

It’s just a meeting with a friend over coffee.

I heard him ask someone at the front door for me by name.

“No, sorry. I don’t know anyone named Carla.”

“She’s a chef here. Trattoria Bella.”

“I’m Bella, and I don’t employ anyone named Carla. Maybe it’s one of the girls across the piazza.”

“You mean in the cafe?”

“Above it. There are working girls who ply their trade upstairs. They lie with the fishermen at night. Maybe Carla is there.”

I almost fell down the stairs, racing to his rescue. My sprint through the kitchen and a slide across the wooden floor of our dining room culminated in me stumbling through the front door of the Trattoria, barreling into Bella.

“Ahh, did you mean this, Carla?”

“Yes.”

He laughed, and so did Bella, who winked, nudging me on the way past, whispering.

“I like.”

“Hi, Liam. How’ve you been?”

“I’m great. Just recovering from the thoughts of rescuing you out of a brothel.”

“C’mon. I know a great cafe not far away run by an American. We’ll get sanity there, I’m sure.”

Bella stood in her Trattoria’s front doorway, looking for all the world like the reigning matriarch of a fabulous multi-generational Venetian Trattoria. As I glanced back, I saw Luca join her, encircling his arms around the wife he loved and kissing her neck.

They both waved, and I knew that now, at this moment in my life, I was more prosperous than any fortune could make me.


Chapter Eleven

Truth and Revelation


◆◆◆

The cafe was half filled with customers either buying their last caffeine fix before going home or their first for those working the night shift somewhere.

Every time I walked through the front door, my mood lifted. Excited chatter, the roast coffee aroma wafting delightfully through the air, broad smiles, and a few handshakes with kisses from new friends was exactly what I needed.

Liam was enthralled, and I speculated how much he got out while studying philosophy amid the art and statues of Florence. I decided to check his local knowledge later, hoping it didn’t read like a student prospectus.

Local people living nearby dominated our tiny coffee shop’s atmosphere. Bella steadfastly refused to replace her mother’s original furniture, which had seen its best days. I liked odd-shaped gouges in the wood, plentiful paint chips, and occasional wobbly legs, all adding character to a community hub.

Bella and I had become increasingly more inseparable since my arrival, and my favorite part of the day was meeting her with the others outside the cafe for a light breakfast after setting up. My second favorite event was the morning inspection of Angelo and Sebastien, who considered it a matter of honor to impress me.

When our drinks arrived, Sam lingered close by, annoyingly, until I shooed her away. When Liam relaxed in his chair opposite me, I examined him as potential boyfriend material. He constantly held eye contact, something I enjoyed.

The warm smile etched on his face every time he glanced at me was apparent, and I liked that, too. There was little to choose between Liam and Salvatore in the looks department, although I knew one was dangerous, and the other was damaged.

A comparison between the guys didn’t matter because commitment one way or another wasn’t on the table, and the Italian option was probably a meet-cute never to reemerge.

Sam had reserved a table in the cafe’s front window for privacy from everyone except her.

After a short silence to load up on caffeine courage, Liam smiled and seemed ready to fire his opening salvo.

“How have you been, Carla?”

“Ups and downs, Liam, to be honest. Life’s roller coaster is a fascinating ride at times.”

“Do you want to talk about anything that’s bothering you?”

“Not really. Mostly, the downs are not my business, so I’d rather not share.”

I studied his body language from the corner of my eye while sipping coffee and detected a hint of exasperation. My mood was jostling around on the high seas like a tiny dinghy in a squall, and I had no desire to be pressed.

“How’s the job? Do you like the Trattoria?”

“I love it. The people are incredible, our food is exquisite, and I seem to fit in.”

“Everything is perfect then?”

“Not everything, but that’s life.”

“You’d rather not share that, right?”

I eyeballed him, pursed my lips, and shook my head for him to register a flicker of my annoyance.

“I think we need to get something straight, Liam.”

“I’ve noticed you’re very good at that, Carla.”

He chuckled, and I wondered why he found humor where I didn’t.

Am I overreacting?

“Let’s walk together.”

I was conscious of Sam’s loitering and knew she hoped to capture a titbit of our conversation. Ordinarily, I’d laugh it off, but for now, I’d rather not share my conversations with Liam.

I signed the staff gratuity sheet for a cappuccino, paid for my guest, and let him follow me to the door.

“Am I getting brushed off?”

“No, just follow me, please. I know a deserted walking route where we can scream at each other if necessary.”

“Oh dear, I don’t like the sound of that.”

“That’s what I’d like to discuss.”

We strolled away from the piazza into a small alleyway that led to a canal serving Venetian residents like streets in other cities do. Motor boats and gondolas lined both sides of a residential area with four-story-high terraced apartment buildings.

“It’s a bit whiffy around here, Carla.”

“It’s like that everywhere when the lagoon tidal flow is light.”

“Is it safe at night for you to walk out alone?”

“Yes. It’s very private in this area except for the people sitting on verandahs above us, and they don’t care what we’re talking about. The thieves don’t hang around where they can be easily seen.”

I left out my close call with a mugger because he’d worry, and I didn’t need that burden. As we walked side by side in silence, Liam kept glancing across, no doubt checking my mood. When he could stand no more, he ran in front, turned around, and walked backward to look me in the face.

“What’s up then, Carla? It’s obvious you aren’t happy about something.”

“You’ll fall over, and then I’ll have to carry you to the clinic.”

I stopped beside a bench on a humpback bridge crossing the canal. Nobody was about, so it was a perfect spot for us to talk. I felt frustrated and stifled, needing to expose my feelings without distressing Liam in the process.

Seeing him cross the piazza, I felt something more than friendship was possible. I wanted to know more about the man who braved my wit during our flight from the USA and hoped to describe a little more about myself. It wasn’t going well so far.

“Hit me with it, Carla.”

“I don’t like having to watch everything I say to you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I risk hurting your feelings if I don’t, and that’s not much of a friendship. I have situations unfolding that don’t involve you, and we barely know each other.”

“Is this because I asked about your troubles?”

“No, it's because of your reactions when I backed you off.”

“Well, It’s like I said before, you can b-”

I held my hand up because he’d given me the opening I needed for absolute honesty.

“I know, Liam. I can be very direct, but, to be honest, I won’t change that much. Being rude isn’t my intention, and I’ll definitely work on that, but if I have something to say, maybe when asking or answering a question… I’m sorry, but this is what you get.”

“You don’t need to apologize.”

“To be honest, Liam, I’d rather not continue with… umm, whatever this is between us if we’re having to guard every comment each of us makes.”

He fell silent without sulking, which pleased me. While Liam considered my point of view, I looked skywards to the stars, turning my thoughts to Angelo.

His behavior had been out of character all day. Angelo seemed twitchy, and I’m very tuned in to those nuances, especially when a pattern arises, suggesting something might be awry.

Liam stood up and casually walked five meters across the bridge to its opposite side, staring along the canal toward a bright moon. His silhouette exuded a mysterious aura, and he looked pensive when glancing back at me.

I felt excited by our moment of tension, almost like we were sitting on a bridge in more than one sense. He always took plenty of time to think before speaking, another positive.

“Those waters are murky, like my life is, Carla.”

“Only because you allow it to be that way. I never said we couldn’t talk about ourselves. It’s too soon for me to expose other people’s business to strangers.”

“You shut me down pretty quickly, but I understand why. I’m sorry for my reaction.”

“That’s better, Liam. When I say something is off-limits, there is a reason. I’m sorry if I snapped, too.”

He spun around, beaming, and once again, I was struck by his fine physique while noticing that he was incredibly handsome. I briefly imagined what jumping on him might feel like, but I’d committed to a cautious approach, so I shook off any sordid thoughts quickly.

“That’s what I find refreshing about you.”

“What exactly, Liam?”

“You cut through everything like a sharp blade but with no ill intent. I love it, but it takes a little getting used to.”

“I try not to be ambiguous.”

He strolled back across the bridge, squatting onto his haunches less than a foot away from me. I read honesty and affection in his eyes amid a warm expression.

“I’m sorry for my reaction in the cafe, Carla. It won’t happen again.”

“You’re forgiven.”

“I haven’t put myself out there since Sarah died. I don’t think I mentioned that.”

“I guessed, and I’m not surprised. Have you dated anyone at all?”

“No. Tonight is the closest I’ve come to a date since she died.”

“This isn’t a date, Liam.”

“True. You’ve pushed me back, and this is hardly the most romantic spot in a city famous for love, but I’m here, you are too, and we’re alone. I’m chalking myself a point scored, even if you don’t.”

“I’m sorry, Liam.”

“There’s no need to apologize. I have no expectations, Carla.”

“Then what?”

“I should explain my trust issues.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I have bouts of insecurity. I told you about Sarah and the love we shared, right?”

“You were happily married, she was pregnant, and then the car crash happened.”

“That’s correct.”

“I understand your trauma, Liam, and I really sympathize. There are plenty of women looking for a man like you so they can fix everything. That’s not me.”

“I can fix myself. I wasn’t interested in anyone until our flight.”

“If it was the sandwich, I’ll message you the recipe.”

We both chuckled, and I waited for Liam to decide on his next move. It was vital for him to chase me. I would encourage him to a point because we had shared passionate energy that deserved to be explored.

Liam looked unsure of what to say next and seemed uncomfortable, still resting on his haunches. I patted the bench beside me, offering relief, and he accepted.

“How did we get from my asking how you were to me being broken, Carla?”

“It was your reaction, then mine, and you sort of finished by telling me you were insecure but not why.”

“Yeah. You picked up on my body language, though, right?”

“Why not start there and explain what triggered it.”

“Sarah and I had a fabulous marriage. She was grounded and supportive, and we had no secrets. I trusted my wife absolutely. Have you ever felt like that about someone?”

“My last boyfriend and I were not that close. My relationship with Sam in college was based on honesty, but we were too young to become long-term lovers, and both moved on.”

“Sam?”

“You met her in the cafe tonight.”

“Ah, okay.”

I was impressed when he skipped past my same-sex relationship, deciding that Liam was either enlightened or an outstanding actor.

“The accident investigation took months before they released Sarah’s body. By then, I’d begun to accept losing my wife and our baby. Her personal effects were delivered to me, and that’s when my world collapsed.”

“What happened?”

“There was a DNA test result document in her handbag.”

“Were you having the baby checked?”

“It was a prenatal paternity test excluding me as the father of Sarah’s baby.”

“Oh, fuck!”

“Okay, but hold on, please, Carla. I don't want pity.”

“Oh but fucking hell, that’s awful.”

“I don’t fully trust myself to interpret other people, having lost some confidence, so you’re not seeing my best version.”

Despite his appeal to the contrary, I felt overwhelmed, and pity was paramount in my mind. Discovering that your dead wife was carrying another man’s baby seemed catastrophic.

“Sarah obviously slept with someone else. I don’t know who, whether it was an affair or a one-night stand. My nerves aren’t fully settled with matters of the heart, so it probably isn’t fair that I chase you.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I find you absorbing.”

“Absorbing? You make me sound like a handkerchief or, worse, toilet paper.”

“You know what I mean. I’m intrigued and want to experience more without being pushy.”

He wasn’t being pushy. So far, Liam had been mostly charming.

“I haven’t excluded romance, but I’m also not about to leap into one.”

“I have realized that Sarah was a big mistake in my life. I blame myself because as much as I loved her, she didn’t feel the same way.”

“How do you know that?”

“If Sarah loved me, she’d have been carrying my baby when she died.”

“Hmm. It sounds harsh but probably accurate.”

“Closure is within my grasp. Fixing myself is one reason for my study of philosophy, particularly the stoics. I don’t need your or anyone’s help in that regard. I’m not a sad project boyfriend, as you described.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know you didn’t, and it doesn’t bother me that you said it. Like you, I’d rather have it all on the table, no secrets.”

“What is it you want then, Liam?”

He turned sideways to face me, ensuring I could stare deeply into his eyes.

“I’d like a chance for us to know each other better. Maybe just a little patience, please.”

He’d been forthright, and I appreciated that. The guy who chased me around Rome to the point of a coronary had bared his soul. He was working on his issues without self-pitying, and I liked him, and that seemed worth pursuing.

“Let’s go, Liam.”

“Where?”

“I’ll walk you to your hotel, and we’ll start again tomorrow with a proper date. I wasn’t in a great frame of mind today, but I’m hiding nothing important from you. Let’s leave it at that for tonight, shall we?”

“Thanks, Carla.”

Liam had opted for an exclusive and costly boutique hotel less than half a mile from the Trattoria, so my walk home after dropping him off was brief.

Once inside my apartment, a wave of tiredness swept over me, but I needed a shower before sleeping. I read a note pinned to my bedroom door, grinned, and turned towards the shower, pleased for Sam.

I am sleeping over with Margarita. Wish me luck. Love you, babe.

I stepped out of my clothes, kicked them toward a laundry basket, and walked straight into a hot shower. My thoughts turned to Bella and Luca, hoping I didn’t steal all the hot water. Somehow, their approval felt important even though they were only five years older than me.

I felt happier and more confident when Bella was nearby. Her zest for life was infectious.

Another note left on my pillow made me smile.

Have some fun, too, babe. I know you’ve wanted to. Remember Percy Jackson!

I slipped off the bathrobe, dropping it to the floor, then leaped into my bed naked, deciding a little self-pleasure was long overdue. I spread my legs wide open, licked my right index finger, and dipped it deep inside a moist furrow amid soft whorls that I vowed to tidy up soon.

Both my pussy lips were swollen, very sensitive, and after a few light strokes up and down my creamy slit, I pressed hard onto the sensitive pearl nub that would dominate my orgasm.

I dragged my engorged clitoris from side to side, raising my ass high in the bed on waves of tantalizing pre-orgasm, moaning like a whore desperate for cock. I had no toys, or I might have fucked myself senseless.

Images of Liam, Salvatore, and Dave flashed behind closed eyes in my fantasy world. I imagined being defiled by each and then all of them together.

I felt an orgasm rise slowly, flooding my senses and filling me with happy hormones. I screamed almost at a crescendo.

“Carla? Is that you?”

“Fuck!”

I snatched the duvet from all around me, covering my nakedness, still shuddering through a ruined orgasm. A shadowy figure appeared at my bedroom door, holding something small and white in one hand with a wine glass in the other.

I’d recognized her voice, so the smiling face that emerged from the darkness to hug me needed no introduction. I kept my right hand well away as she kissed both cheeks, praying she didn’t smell the finger coated with a thin veneer of my shame.

“Fucking hell, Bella. You scared the shit out of me.”

“Yeah, sorry about that; I had my AirPods in and Metallica blaring while enjoying a glass of wine.”

“Okay, let me get some clothes on, and I’ll be right out.”

I was utterly mortified and shaken up by a violently ended orgasm. I washed my hands in the kitchen sink before realizing it was a mistake. My uninvited houseguest raised her eyebrow, then grew a tiny smile at the corner of her mouth.

“You already had a shower?”

“Yes. Sorry, Bella, I didn’t see you out here.”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t see you come in either.”

“I went straight to the bathroom, then off to bed.”

“Yeah. I heard you shouting at someone in between tracks.”

“It was just a frustrating message from a fool, is all. What’s keeping you up so late?”

“I needed to be closer to family, so I came here to browse Mom's journals. One thing led to another; a bottle opened somehow; I played a few tunes and took over your home. Do you mind?”

She smiled apologetically and with genuine affection. I saw at least twenty books stacked around the breakfast bar and over fifty recipe cards scattered. We were in for a long night, but it was precisely the sort of fun I loved.

“I don’t mind at all. How’s Luca?”

“He sleeps so well now the truth is out. I do, too.”

I pulled an oversized wine glass from the shelf where Mama had always stored it and slid it across the marble surface.

“I’ll take some of that wine now, please. I’m guessing it’s not a Barolo, right?”

“Those pair of sluts will be enjoying that, most likely in bed. Margarita has a contact at the vineyard that produces. She gets as much as she asks for and with a healthy discount.”

I sat on the stool next to her, tapped a half-filled glass onto hers, and sipped, nodding my approval for her selection. It felt nice to spend time together because we were kindred spirits. Aside from Mom and Sam, I’d never felt closer to another woman than to Bella.

She shuffled through a selection of journals and recipe sheets, and I saw some were marked up.

“Are these for a change to our menu?”

“Yes. I like to change with the seasons and add specials from time to time. Mama had great menu planning, and it’s all in these books.”

“What are your thoughts?”

“Luca wants to do fewer fish dishes and more meat. He wants to do something with brisket and says you have ideas about that.”

I chuckled, remembering my sassy comment the first time we’d met.

“I think he’s right, but I’ve also been considering more pork. Specifically wild boar from the hills nearby.”

“We’ll sell more red wine with better margins. I like the idea, but we must avoid wastage.”

“My father believed a profitable chef was judged by what they converted from their leftover fridge. He learned that in Venice.”

“Mama would agree with him.”

“What was your mom like, Bella?”

“Oh, Carla. You would love Mama because she was fearless. I was an only child and very treasured. My first memories were of the kitchen downstairs where she and my grandmother cooked together.”

“Their recipe library is incredible.”

“Yeah. I was going through an early collection and found photos of our family.”

“Can I see them, please?”

“Yeah. This one is Mama with my dad. Sadly, I never met him.”

She handed me an aging photograph. The colors had drained into almost black and white. The edges were swollen and ragged, but the main facial features of a handsome and happy couple were clear.

I flipped the photograph over in disbelief.

Me and Jack.

“That’s my dad, Bella!”

My heart stopped, and I felt a terrible dread crawl over me. Lightheadedness almost wobbled me off the kitchen stool as I swayed like a drunk until Bella pushed me upright and held me there. My head exploded in confusion, my skin went cold, and my mouth felt parched.

“What do you mean, Carla?”

“Bella, that’s Jack Keady. It’s my dad in that photograph.”

“My dad’s name was Jack, and that’s him. I don't know his surname because Mama never said.”

“Fucking hell, Bella. I, umm, oh shit… fuck, I need air.”

I slipped off the stool, almost collapsing but forcing myself away from the photograph.

“Don’t run, Carla, please.”

“I can’t be here right now, Bella. I just can’t!”

I burst out crying and covered my mouth with one hand, bent over double, fleeing the apartment and almost falling down its stairs. At the bottom of our stairwell, I turned the front door handle and kicked it open, staggering into the night air, gasping for breath.

I ran without caring which direction I was headed and heard Bella behind me, chasing and screaming for me to stop. My sobbing was inexplicable because I loved Bella, but seeing my dad like that here and while I was on a journey to find him wreaked havoc on my emotions.

I stumbled barefoot halfway across the piazza, tripped, and fell to the floor with my cheek rubbing hard on a cold, solid concrete slab.

Bella hauled me to my feet, but both my knees had buckled, so she spun me around and wrapped me up in a bear hug. I sobbed into her neck, filled with emotions, and felt her crying too. My arms encircled her, and I held on tightly.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“Jack Keady is my dad, Bella.”

“He’s my dad too. This is the happiest day of my life, Carla.”

“W-w-why?”

“Because I have a baby sister.”


Chapter Twelve

Sisters United


◆◆◆

“Oh dear god, Bella, what shall we do?”

“What do you mean, my dear sister?”

“This is massive for both of us.”

“Yes, but it’s also brilliant. At least, it is for me. I have a family now.”

“For me too, dear sister. I’m just a little rocked sideways is all, sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize, Carla.”

Once my emotional outburst had calmed, Bella dragged me back upstairs into my apartment from the cold stone slabs of the piazza. She uncorked a second bottle of wine, this time an expensive Chianti she raided from the Trattoria.

“That didn’t come from the complimentary shelf.”

“We’re celebrating.”

She poured two glasses while we babbled incoherently, sounding like water running haphazardly across stones in a brook.

First, I blathered uncontrollably, then it was Bella’s turn, and finally, we talked over each other. While pacing the room, frequently crossing paths and slugging back too much wine, we gesticulated wildly with flailing arms as American-Italian-Irish tend to.

We settled down after more hugs, tears, cheers, and copious wine. My head spun amid surging emotions, like a tsunami tossed around my life’s fragile dinghy. In the end, we became too sleepy and couldn’t continue moving our lips either to form words or drink.

Bella dragged out some old throw blankets from a cupboard I hadn’t explored, and we snuggled close together on the sofa, slightly drunk, somewhat confused, but very happy.

“I can’t process it, Bella. The sheer incalculable odds of us meeting, yet here we are.”

“Yes, Carla. Here we are, and brought together by our dad.”

“Wow. I hadn’t even considered that. Dad was drawn to Venice, and I think it must have been your mom and the Trattoria.”

What does that mean?

“I knew there was something special between us, Carla. I’m glad I didn’t leave my Luca and hop into bed with you.”

“That is funny, babe.”

She stared at me in absolute seriousness, and my heart stopped, thinking about all the things that might have happened.

“I was tempted to seek comfort some days, Carla.”

I processed that circumstance momentarily, sipping more wine from my glass set on the floor, glancing occasionally at her while weighing up the idea. Incest, arrest, and shameful prosecution kept recurring no matter which perspective I viewed the prospect from.

“Can I say eww without offending you?”

“It would have been the best night of your life, scrawny bitch!”

“Aren’t elder sisters supposed to be kinder to their younger siblings?”

“You’re sassy too, Carla, but I love that about you.”

Her occasional giggling pockmarked another lengthy silence. I stretched my arms, yawned until my jaw almost broke, and turned around, becoming Bella’s little spoon. I just about clung to the narrow sofa’s forward edge, but somehow, I knew she wouldn’t let me fall.

As I dropped in and out of a hazy slumber, my emotions churned on the tremendous but scary revelation of our family connection. Mom would take this well once she scraped herself off the floor.

Does she already know?

“We always did have a connection, Bella. From the first moment we met, right?”

“Oh yeah. I felt it, too. Luca said the same thing about you, but that was when I believed he’d betrayed me, so I dismissed his opinion.”

“You have a nice husband, Bella.”

“Yeah, he is nice and a great chef, too.”

“Will you tell him about us?”

“What would you like me to do? You have a bigger problem with processing all of this. I never knew our dad.”

“Fuck! That sounds a bit weird. Our dad.”

“Do you mind?”

“Mind what?”

“Do you mind me calling him our dad?”

“Oh god, Bella, of course not. Jack Keady would have loved you as much as I do. I’m assuming he didn’t know about you, by the way?”

I felt slightly alarmed and turned to face my sister. Tears welled in her eyes as she shook her head, so I knew I’d struck a raw nerve. Bella seemed melancholy, and I guessed there was an underlying heartache.

“He never knew Mama was pregnant or anything about me. She didn’t want to hold him back because they were both very young. I knew my dad was an American and a great chef, but after he left, Jack never returned, and Mama didn’t marry.”

“Why did she never marry?”

“She always said it was just her, me, and grandma like the three musketeers. In later years, Mama told me the truth. She loved Jack with all her heart and couldn’t be with anyone else afterward.”

I felt the sadness of missing a childhood with a sister and the joy of having one now. Jack Keady would have flown the whole family to Venice tonight had he known about Bella. Part of me speculated about my existence had Mama been less inclined to relinquish her one true love.

“I can tell you all about our dad over the next few days, dearest sister.”

“I’d like that very much.”

I nodded off in her arms but woke suddenly when I fell off the sofa. Bella woke too and traipsed lazily downstairs to check on Luca. I tidied our mess, drank water to stave off dehydration, and brushed the furry tannin of a great red wine off my teeth and tongue.

When Bella returned, I plied her with water and offered a spare, brand-new toothbrush.

“I left Luca a note telling him I am here with you and that he should not worry.”

“I have something for you, Bella. It’s not much, but I have three of Dad’s T-shirts with me. You can keep this one, I’ll keep one, and we can share the third.”

“Can I sleep in it now?”

“I always do. It keeps my dad close to me; now, he’ll be beside you too.”

Bella was excited, ripping off an ill-fitting onesie in no time to replace it with one of Jack Keady’s old work t-shirts. As we slipped into bed together and cuddled, I felt certain Dad would be proud if he could see us.

I rolled over in the bed to show Bella my phone screen.

“I’ve been comparing our photos, and we really do look alike.”

“I thought that too. I am so happy, Carla. Do you know why?”

“Tell me, big sister.”

“You are my only living relative. I share my DNA with nobody except you. Before this discovery, I felt adrift in the world, particularly when Luca and I were having rough times.”

The significance of our familial discovery hadn’t struck me quite the same way as it had Bella.

“You have uncles and aunts now, too. Jack had a brother and two sisters, so a whole clan of Irish-American blood relatives own you. We have many cousins too, and oh, Fingers Finbar, but you’ll want to avoid him.”

“Fingers Finbar?”

“He’s our drug-soaked pervert cousin. The point is, except for Fingers, you have roots and more than twenty other people who share your DNA.”

“Do you see why I feel so happy?”

“I feel happy too, Bella.”

“You’re shocked about all of this, though, I’m sure?”

“Yes, bu-.”

“But?”

“If I could choose a sister from anyone in the world, it would be you.”

“Not even Sam first?”

I stared at her momentarily, wondering if Bella could join the dots. When she didn’t, I frowned.

“Umm… eww.”

“Ahh, yes, of course. I’ve heard about Percy Jackson.”

“Who told you?”

“Sam mentioned it. We have coffee together sometimes, and I’ve grown to like her. She told me about her husband coming here to discuss the children and a possible move. We talk about life and love; naturally, you came up.”

“She’s going to be pumped when we tell her we’re sisters.”

“So, do you want to announce this to other people?”

“Let me speak to my mom tomorrow because she must hear this news first. Then you can announce it to whoever you like, and I will, too.”

“Thank you, Carla. What do you think your mom will say?”

“She’ll be on the next flight with a few others. Mom will want to meet you as soon as possible.”

“Won’t she be mad?”

“Not a chance. She and Mama are two peas in a pod, similar in every sense. They must be, after all, both loved the same man and had daughters with him.”

We fell asleep around 3 am, which wouldn’t be a problem for me still being off shift the next day and planning a date with Liam. I felt more positive about him because his straightforward, honest nature impressed me.

It’s time to let someone in.

I woke up first and carefully clambered over my big sister so as not to wake her. The sun poured through a window that looked out onto the piazza, and I felt happy, sitting in the kitchen drinking a glass of tepid water and contemplating the pace and vibrance of my life.

My happiness was off the charts, but Luca and Angelo still worried me. I wasn’t sure how to tackle Liam amid early signs of reopening my soul for romantic approaches. My job was fantastic, and I’d already selected a stone slab in the piazza under which my ashes could be interred.

I heard Bella wake noisily, stretching out like a bear. She must have rolled onto the floor, then scraped herself up because I heard feet shuffling around.

When she emerged, I saw myself. She struggled across the apartment floor with straggly hair, smacking dry lips, desperately hunting for coffee and a glass of water.

She sat down on the stool beside me, yawning, helping herself to my water.

“You’ve hibernated, Bella.”

“I need to sleep all over again, but this time without one and a half bottles of wine inside me.”

“It was a couple of tablespoons short of two bottles, babe.”

“A bottle and three-quarters?”

“Yes, if it makes you feel less guilty.”

“How do you feel this morning, Carla?”

“I’ve never shared anything with a sibling. Now, my bed and a glass of water. I feel thrilled.”

“Me too.”

“I’ll help you open up at the cafe.”

“Do you mind?”

“It’s more of a pleasure than a chore. I look forward to coffee and eggs with my fellow Venetians every morning.”

“Extra special this morning because Sam and Margarita have done the deed now for sure.”

“They won’t tell us anything, Bella.”

“Oh. Trust me, I’ll squeeze every sordid detail out of those two.”

Bathed in the warm rays of a rising sun, we drifted off to some happy place, smiling inanely while gently flexing almost comatose facial muscles. Bella reached out a couple of times, touching me as if checking I was real.

I recalled my dreams from the night.

“I dreamed we played together as kids.”

“Me too, Carla. You were always getting into trouble, and I rescued you frequently. You were very naughty.”

“It’s true. I was in trouble more than out of it as a kid. You did rescue me in this life, though.”

“How so?”

“My life in New York was disjointed and crowded with hostility, much of which was self-inflicted. It’s a great city with fantastic kitchens and talented chefs, but I didn’t fit anywhere. Dad often told me I’d missed a trick by not coming here years ago.”

“Dad was right. You’re a perfect fit here. It’s almost like you were a Venetian. Many of the locals and regular customers comment.”

“He was right about many things. Your loss was my gain, sister, because, had Jack Keady not left Venice, I would never have been born.”

She placed her forehead gently onto mine, smiling but with tears in her eyes again. There were so many consequences of our sisterhood not apparent right away that each time something new occurred, it felt like an emotional roller coaster thinking it through.

“Then I sacrificed very little to have such a wonderful sister.”

Bella dressed downstairs while I slipped on my running pants and a sweatshirt. I wanted to do something significant for her, so I had a surprise ready when she answered my knock on her apartment door.

“I have Dad’s old journal. It covers the last few years he worked in New York, explaining his life and the food he loved. You can borrow it for as long as needed.”

“Oh god, Carla. I do-.”

She started crying, so I hugged her. Her sobs were hearty, between happiness and knowing what might have been. It would be like this for a while until we settled everything between Jack Keady and us.

“Luca might hear you crying, babe.”

She stepped back and dried her eyes. I noticed a couple more packets of tissues in her apron pocket for later.

“He’s already gone to the fish market. My husband claims he’s getting stronger, but I’m worried for him so much.”

She examined Jack’s journal, carefully turning it over in her hands as though it were a treasure recovered from a newly opened tomb in Egypt’s Valley of The King's. The curled-up edges caused by my frequent reading and a few spots where the paper had swollen from my tears didn’t bother her.

“My dad’s?”

“Yes.”

“Oh god, thank you, Carla.”

“My mom has more of Dad’s clothes stashed away in a storage unit in the garage. She never offloaded anything Jack Keady owned, so I’ll ask her to bring some things. Old photo albums, too.”

Bella looked doubtful for a moment.

“Do you believe she’ll come here?”

“Odin himself wouldn’t stop my mother from boarding an aircraft in the next forty-eight hours. Come on, we’d better leave, or the cafe will open late.”

We ran across the piazza together, hand in hand, laughing but stopping dead when both of us saw the cafe was already perfectly set out and ready for business.

“Margarita must have helped her.”

I sat outside the cafe at our usual table, in my favorite seat, while Bella went inside to see the others. The sun was warming nicely, and there was no breeze. Aside from some warbling, relaxing birdsong, our piazza was silent, and I enjoyed its calming effect.

When my eyes closed through lack of sleep, I drifted to a beautiful place where everyone who had ever loved me lingered somewhere in the piazza, gathered on benches, or sat on chairs outside the Trattoria and cafe.

Liam was there too, smiling, looking hopeful and strong. He reached out a hand, welcoming me onto a warm beach that suddenly appeared at the far end of our piazza. Without questioning the strange transformation, I accepted his invitation, feeling a warmth in my heart.

“Hello, Liam. This is a strange date. I’m starting to like you.”

“That’s nice to hear. May I take madam’s order, please?”

I bolted out of a dream world and back into reality. When I stared upward, he was there, and I was shamed. My heart bolted around the corner of our piazza, leaving my breathing deferred until it slammed back in, jolting my body.

I gasped like a patient resuscitated.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“What are you doing here, Liam?”

“I woke up early, had a nice run, and then showered. When I asked the concierge where to buy the best coffee in Venice, they directed me here. My compatriot, your friend, and all-around convincing tough nut press-ganged me into helping her, inferring that it might buy me some credit with you.”

He pointed towards the window where Bella and Sam sat enjoying their coffee, grinning and waving at us. I felt a pang of jealousy not being able to share their conversation.

I looked at Liam, who was like a puppy running around my legs, and realized I’d never had a boyfriend willing to chase me so affectionately.

I must give this a chance, paying back his hard work.

“I’ll have a cappuccino, please, my fine man, and with the usual eggs. You’d better ask your boss if fraternization is allowed.”

We talked for half an hour, and Liam was an absolute charm, but thoughts of family preoccupied me. I could have called Mom last night, but I felt too emotional for that conversation so soon.

I stabbed my eggs, carving out a glossy white pillow on a corner of toast. He’d asked for the same thing as me, smiling when he first bit in.

“The bread is yours?”

“My sisters.”

“Your sister?”

“Yeah, it’s her recipe, I meant.”

Fuck, that was close.

I wanted to tell everyone about me and Bella, but my closeness to Mom was such that I felt she ought to know first. That caused me to bottle up emotions, something I was never very good at. Seeing how my potential boyfriend handled me amid stormy seas of feelings and unrest would be interesting.

“What time is your flight back to Florence?”

“Good god, Carla, was service so bad? Do you want to be rid of me so desperately?”

I chuckled. He was attempting to keep on the right side of me. It was cute, but I knew he’d run out of steam, and then we’d find out if our compatibility survived.

“Oh no. Not at all. I’m just thinking through a plan for our day.”

“Okay, but you’ll need to shower; I’m not going anywhere with you smelling like you swam in one of the canals around here.”

“Do I smell?”

I sniffed under my armpits, terrified of a possible odor.

“Only of lotus flowers.”

“Asshole!”

“Please bear with me a little today if I act oddly.”

“More so than usual, Carla?”

“Yes, Liam, much more so.”


Chapter Thirteen

Perfection at Trattoria Bella


◆◆◆

“You can wait inside my apartment if you’d like to.”

I studied him carefully, enjoying the glow and happiness exuding from Liam’s expression. His positive body language was evident, and it felt nice to savor a man whose confidence never needed to be massaged at a cost to another.

A warm, fuzzy feeling of romance and love flooded me as I judged the man who wanted to be my boyfriend. He appeared to be somewhere between love and lust.

“I’d love to see your apartment. Thank you for inviting me.”

“I have great coffee up there.”

“Is it as good as the cafe?”

“Give me a minute to say goodbye to Bella and Sam, and I’ll come and prove it.”

I went inside the coffee shop to lashings of tongue-in-cheek new boyfriend humor from my friends, whom I kissed on their cheeks. The cheeky pat on the ass from Sam and her lascivious grin suggested she’d had fun last night.

“I’ll want all the details later, slut lady.”

“Margarita and I had a great time, Carla.”

“I’m happy for both of you. Maybe we’ll all catch up tonight once Liam leaves?”

“How’s that going? He seems nice. I grilled him for a while, and he held up well.”

“I like him. Much more than I expected.”

“Will you leave the apartment today or stay in bed?”

“I have a whole day planned for us, and unlike you, Sam Riley, I have self-control.”

“Not when Percy Jackson was around.”

“He’s not here, although I guess you might have replaced him for last night. Liam is available to me, and we’re going on a date, that’s all.”

I exited the coffee shop amid a fit of giggles, having purloined what I needed. When I approached Liam and stretched an arm out, hoping he would take my hand, he did, and the broad smile I got was ample reward.

“That’s the great coffee you have? It’s from here.”

“Of course it is. Now, come on, we have a lot to do today.”

His hand slid over mine like a warm, velvet glove, and my heart soared. I felt a satin tingling in my palm and a mild tremble from his fingers. He looked like a man who’d won the lottery.

“You seem happy.”

“You wanted to hold my hand; that’s progress for me.”

“It’s only so that you don’t get lost.”

“The piazza is empty, Carla. You just wanted to hold my hand.”

As we strolled, I glanced at him, judging both our moods and wondering what lay ahead.

“Do you like me, Liam?”

“Yes, very much. More than I’d like to confess right now.”

“That’s nice because I like you too.”

In my apartment, he busied himself in the kitchen brewing a cafetiere from the coffee shop medium roast blend I brought for us to share. He scanned my apartment, taking everything in, pausing only to read a few book spines with a cock of his head.

“Can I browse the library, please?”

“Make yourself at home. I may be quite a while in the shower.”

“I’ll wait. Take your time. Coffee, books, and a girl that asked to hold my hand… I’ll wait until the end of days.”

So far, so good.

I lazed in the shower, grooming myself carefully. I felt the soft pubic whorls nestling around an under-used and, for years, underappreciated pussy. My razor was nearby with fresh blades and shaving cream on the shelf, but I felt apprehensive about making love to Liam as visions of that flashed through my mind.

I felt aroused and placed both palms on the shower cubicle wall, catching my breath and calming down while realizing I’d amassed more feelings for Liam than with any other previous boyfriend.

Is it time to make love?

Am I ready?

Could it be right for me and him?

A collection of soaps in my bathroom had expanded when everyone at work discovered my deep affection for scented bars. Rarely a day went by when someone didn’t leave behind a small wrapped brown package at my workstation. They’d bought them in a boutique store or stolen a few from complimentary stashes at nearby hotels where a friend worked in housekeeping.

Today, I chose verbena with shea butter, wanting to wear a simple scent that Liam might grow accustomed to. After drying myself, including styling my hair, a dab of Mama’s exotic private scent around my joints and neck finished me.

I wore a simple knee-length dress that flounced suggestively from the waist, my finest French lace knickers, and a bra set, with flat shoes for walking comfortably. When ready and having checked out my reflection in a full-length mirror, I felt prepared.

“Oh wow, you look so angelic. You’re such a beautiful lady, Carla.”

“Do you really think so, Liam?”

I knew he was being honest with his feelings because powerful expressions of love, such as the one he shot me, are impossible to fake for the second they last before dissolving.

I twirled around, bathing in his enjoyment of me. As I watched him, loving and open body language spoke to me. Liam was definitely in love; I craved him to say it, but only if he was ready.

“I’d like to kiss you, Liam.”

“Oh.”

He almost fell off the kitchen stool in a rush to get closer, but I was impressed by how slowly he caressed me before our first real kiss.

“You’re so beautiful, Carla.”

“Thank you.”

“I can’t believe my luck.”

“In what way, sweetie?”

“For meeting you on the airplane.”

“It was the sandwich that got you hooked.”

“And now here we are, about to have our second kiss.”

I smiled, remembering how I’d stolen a dubious kiss from Liam while he slept during our flight. I held both of his hands in mine and stared up into his eyes for the couple of inches that separated us in height.

Emotions overwhelmed me while we enjoyed an imagined kiss that was almost reality, teasing and bathing in each other's aura with our lips poised an inch apart. My hormones raged through my entire body, lighting me up like a rampant broodmare in season, spurring me to take the kiss I’d asked for.

I needed a high emotional state to confirm my choices were right, that Liam was perfect for me, and that this moment would be the start of something new, something exquisite. I brushed his cheek with my fingers before wrapping both arms around his neck.

“How do you feel?”

“I’m in love with you, Carla.”

“I love you too, Liam.”

“Do you really?”

“If love is when you feel weak at the knees, swirling amid a storm of emotions and with little but carnal desire on your mind, then yes, I love you, Liam.”

When his lips brushed against mine, a thin rivulet of desire dribbled down my thigh in a zig-zag. My pussy had never got this moist so fast, and with goosebumps shivering wildly along both arms and legs, I was gradually losing control. My cheeks and the nape of my neck felt steamy hot while my whole body shook as though caught in an earthquake.

My heart thumped almost to the point the rib cage protecting it exploded to make way for an escape. When my knees buckled slightly, Liam held me with a palm placed gently into the small of my back. I wanted his hands to grip my ass but appreciated his decency while cursing my sleazy demeanor.

Inside my mouth, his tongue felt like an electric whip, sizzling hot, searching for my soul while entwining itself with mine. I was pleased that Liam was a great kisser and thought of his wife with some sadness for his loss and her passing.

By the time our kiss ended, both Liam’s hands were almost gripping my ass cheeks. I reached high on tiptoes, pressing forwards to feel his cock against my pussy, and needed to break off for an emergency trip to my wardrobe.

“We have to leave now. I’ve booked lunch for us somewhere special.”

“Okay. Thank you, Carla.”

“For what?”

“Giving us a chance.”

“I’m sure this is right for both of us. We’re on a journey now, Liam.”

He kissed me again, more slowly and gently, like a tentative lover feeling their way around a new discovery. When my thighs felt too wet, and both pussy lips tingled, I disengaged my lips before a kiss might become more.

I smiled at Liam almost apologetically because I’d aroused us both. When glancing down at his crotch, I saw a lovely shape of a very hard cock that I couldn’t wrestle my eyes away from. He noticed my curiosity and seemed a little embarrassed.

“I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. It’s a huge compliment.”

Very huge.

“Are we going outside, Carla?”

“I have plans for our date and a strict schedule because I must call my mom in the early afternoon to share some news.”

“What news do you have?”

“You can listen in on our conversation. It won’t be a secret for much longer, but I’d rather tell her first.”

“You’ll let me in on your mystery, then?”

“We’ve just kissed and told each other we’re in love. That was wonderful; what else is there to say, Liam? No more secrets?”

“Agreed, but does that mean you’re my girlfriend now?”

“Yes, I am, and you’re my boyfriend.”

He seemed delighted with the official recognition of our fledgling relationship, and I realized what true love was. His feelings for me were etched into every line, crease, and mark on his face. I’d got the real Liam and liked him very much.

“I need a minute to freshen up.”

“I’ll tidy the kitchen.”

“Thank you.”

I returned to my bedroom and slid down the soaking-wet French knickers. Their gusset pulled, almost stuck to my drenched labia, and I smiled because no man or woman ever had such an immediate or profound impact on my sexual being.

I wore two pairs of black briefs for simplicity and safety, figuring the extra padding should contain my further embarrassment. To be safe, a third pair slid easily into my shoulder bag.

“Shall we leave?”

“For lunch?”

“We’ll walk first to see the sights and then have something to eat.”

“Then come back here to phone your mom?”

“Yes.”

He sought my hand, and I made sure we passed by the coffee shop, proud and happy to show off my new boyfriend. I pretended to ignore their gaping at the window, staring stoically ahead.

“They’ll interrogate you at the first opportunity.”

“I’m a philosopher and used to answering questions using riddles.”

“I hope you won’t do that with me.”

“Never, Carla. I will always be honest and true with you.”

We strolled through our piazza and into the shadowy, myriad tight alleyways that cross the city in every direction.

“Have you visited Venice before, Liam?”

“No, and I don’t know why we missed it?”

“You mean you and your wife, Sarah?”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t mention her.”

“Don’t be sorry, and you really must talk about her when you feel ready. I’d like to know about Sarah, but only if you want to tell me.”

As we strolled hand in hand, I glanced across at my boyfriend and saw powerful emotions ripple through his face. Tears welled in his eyes. I stopped our walk and drew Liam close to me, leaning my back against the stone wall of a building, as lovers do.

“I don’t think it’s possible you’ll ever completely get over Sarah. It’s not healthy for you to consign her to history, so we should allow those memories to live on. I won’t ever be jealous.”

He stared at me in amazement. I’d thought about this dilemma for a man in love with two women, one dead and the other in the present. I couldn’t and wouldn’t take away what he and Sarah had because there was no value in that for either of us.

“Over time, we’ll build new memories in both our hearts, but there will always be plenty of room inside yours for her, too.”

“Thank you, Carla. I had such a great feeling about you on the plane.”

“It was the sandwich, dear.”

I kissed Liam briefly and in a way to avoid going any further while gripping his hand tightly, entwining my fingers with his. His cock was boring a hole into me, and I couldn’t withstand much more flirty arousal, so I needed to end this catalyst before an embarrassment.

“We really have to move on.”

The alleyway entered a massive square with a huge Basilica, stately buildings, cafes, bars, and restaurants with a broad, busy canal a few hundred meters away.

“This is Piazza San Marco, and it’s building up quite a crowd for lunchtime.”

He stared everywhere, taking in the majesty of ancient Venetian global dominance. The trading state was a stunning world heritage site that took his breath away. His appreciation for great thinkers allowed echoes of voices to travel through time and be absorbed into his soul. I let him wander and soak up the beauty of a city much loved by my dad, a newfound sister, and me.

“It’s so beautiful here, Carla.”

“This was the center of a Venetian government. Now, Gondola and water taxis rush in and out with massive cruise liners passing through the Grand Canal. It’s an incredible spectacle.”

“Are we having lunch here?”

“Only if you want to help me wash dishes for a week in whatever restaurant we choose?”

“Is it that expensive?”

“Oh yeah. I just wanted to show you some sights. I wouldn’t eat here. Where I’m taking you has much better food.”

I led Liam toward one of many Volto sellers. The iconic Venetian face mask was a must-have for any visitor. I had bought one of my own and had the enjoyment of several that once belonged to Mama.

“Pick any mask as my gift to you. I’m breaking your Venetian shopping virginity.”

He selected a white Bauta mask with black velvet tricorn flaps drifting from the hat section. When he put it on, the porcelain mask covered most of his face.

“That one conceals your identity and social class.”

“I’ll put it back and choose another.”

“It’s a gift from me. Take the one you like best.”

“I prefer something that allows you to see me always. How about this one?”

“It’s a Columbina half mask. Very Zorro-esque and rather sexy.”

“I’ll have this, please.”

I paid for the gift, grabbed his hand, and we ran across the piazza, scattering pigeons and a few tourists on the way. I slowed down for Liam every time we circumvented a street chalk artist. His fascination for dusty depictions, ranging from old Venice market scenes to a shark emerging from the paving slabs, made me chuckle and endeared me to a man charmed by life’s simple beauty.

When I dragged him away from a drawing of a restaurant in full swing, we ran faster because time was getting short, and I couldn’t delay in calling my mom.

“We’re back in the piazza where you live.”

“At the best Trattoria in the city, no less, dear Liam.”

“Are we lunching here? At Bella’s?”

“I’m sure you figured that out already.”

“Even if I had, I still wouldn’t spoil your surprise.”

“Did you figure it out?”

“My lips are sealed.”

We sat down outside the Trattoria on a circular table with six chairs. Bella had reserved it for us because of the widest views and its best position to catch the sun.

No sooner had Liam slid a chair underneath me, moving to take his, than Bella arrived from the restaurant's front door like a shot from a cannon.

“I have a Barolo for you, a gift from your friend over there.”

I stared across the piazza to where she pointed and saw Margarita in the coffee shop window with her arms wrapped around Sam. They waved, smiling and laughing, so I hid my face mockingly behind a menu.

Bella sat down next to Liam, and I began chuckling.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m joining you, my dear. He’s hardly going to defile you on my Trattoria table, and I want to know about this new boyfriend of yours.”

“How do you know Liam is my boyfriend?”

She lit a menthol joint, blew, and waved the smoke away from us, leaning back. She smiled broadly, more so when Luca arrived from behind, holding hands on her chest before stooping down and kissing his wife.

“Your hair, a new dress that you bought two days ago, and you two walked into the piazza holding hands, making sure everyone saw. I also know what’s in the laundry this morning.”

My face flushed madly, and every nerve in my body tingled with shame and delight. Liam glanced at Bella inquisitively.

“What wa-.”

“Extra towels from shaving her legs. I’ll ask the questions if you wish to date my Sous Chef; thank you. What do you think, Luca?”

“Carla is our Sous Chef, Bella. Actually… officially, she’s mine.”

“And you are mine, Luca, ergo… need I say any more?”

“No, dear.”

Liam clearly knew little about female grooming and didn’t pursue the question. My laser beam stare at Bella was a plea to be gentle, eliciting a wink and smile in return.

We ordered a seasonal salad with medium rare sirloin steak. Angelo cooked for us, finishing with a spectacular flambe at the table while his mentor, Luca, stood proudly watching from the door.

Bella was a delight and didn’t probe Liam too much. Sam and Margarita joined us, and even Luca freed himself from kitchen duties for fifteen minutes to enjoy my happiness.

Bella held my hand tightly, kissing my cheek before whispering.

“Don’t cry, sister, but I think he’s very nice, and you both deserve each other.”

“I feel so happy. About us, Liam and those two sluts from the coffee shop.”

“I have the details about Sam and Margarita, and yes, they are sluts, but they’re ours… Trattoria and Cafe Bella have the finest sluts in the city.”

I almost rolled off my chair laughing, drawing unwanted attention to our whispered collusion. I nodded around the table for Bella to see we were being watched and overheard, but she didn’t care or want others to believe that was the case.

“I have to leave now and call Mom.”

“Good luck. I’m so desperate that she doesn’t get mad about this.”

“She’ll be here the day after tomorrow at the latest, Bella. I guarantee it. Pop up to Mama’s apartment later, and I’ll tell you what she says.”

Liam constantly sought my hand, squeezing it excitedly. He liked my friends, and it seemed that feeling was mutual. We excused ourselves, dashed around the back of Bella’s Trattoria, and upstairs with the remnants of a third bottle of Barolo, the others having been shared between six.

I made a mental note to replace Margarita’s collection, thinking it unfair to keep plundering her stash, especially now that she had an expensive girlfriend.

While Liam poured two more half glasses while sitting at my breakfast bar, I speed-dialed Mom.

“Hey. It’s my baby from Italy. How are you, Carla?”

“I’m doing great, Mom, and I have important news.”

“Is it good news?”

“I think so, but it might shock you a bit.”

“Okay, now I’m worried. You’d better spit it out.”

“Did Dad ever mention his past girlfriends before you met?”

There was a long silence on the line while Mom settled her nerves, obviously trying to figure out where I was going with my line of questioning.

“Yes, we discussed all the sordid details of our lives before marrying like most couples do. I had a lot less to share than your father, but nothing he revealed ever worried me. He loved one woman before me, but they broke up before he went to London… and… oh Carla, what is it? Have you found her?”

“Not exactly. I’ve found her daughter.”

“Okay, that’s ominous. Get to the point, sweetheart, please. I need to pee.”

“Dad had another daughter he knew nothing about. The woman he loved in Venice didn’t want to hold Jack back when he left for London, so she carried on and raised the girl alone.”

“Oh, fuck!”

“Mom. You never swear, c’mon.”

“Oh god, Carla. You have a sister. You said you found her, right?”

“It’s Bella, Mom.”

“From the Trattoria?”

“Yes.”

“Jack’s siblings have a niece. Jesus Carla, do you know what this means?”

“Umm… that we have a bigger family?”

“Yes, of course, but I have to go now and book flights. They’ll all want to come to Venice.”

A tiny knocking sound distracted me. I pointed for Liam to open the apartment door, enjoying the stunned and overjoyed expression on his face at my news.

Bella was at the door, so I waved enthusiastically for her to come in. When she sat beside me, I put the phone on speaker mode, not remotely worried about what my mother might say.

“Are you okay with this news, Mom? Does it change your opinion of Jack?”

Bella looked terrified and almost in tears, gripping my hands as though she were clinging to a high ledge.

“I’m obviously a bit shocked, and Bella is not my blood relative, but any sister of yours is a daughter to me, Carla. I’m sure you would have known that. Jack would have been in Venice like a missile had he known, or he wasn’t the man I loved.”

“Thank you, mom.”

“Will Bella mind if we all come over to meet her? I have to tell everyone immediately. Can you send photos of her and you both together, please? Today and without delay!”

I glanced at Bella, who wept tears of joy, nodding her head vigorously. Luca walked into the apartment through the door Liam had left wide open and saw his wife crying, so he hugged her.

“Oh, Mom, before I leave, there’s something else.”

“There’s more great news?”

“I have a boyfriend. His name is Liam.”

“Oh, an Irish name. I like him already. I’ll be seeing him, too, then. Love you, baby girl. I have to book and pack, so I must get on.”

She disconnected the call, leaving silence and a charged atmosphere in my apartment. Bella looked relieved but very emotional and couldn’t stop staring at me.

“Our uncle and two aunts will arrive in the first wave of visitors with Mom, then loads of cousins will follow. You have a family now, and they will love you.”

“I have a family.”

“Yes, you do.”

Luca desperately needed an explanation, so I signaled my sister with a nod, smile, and whisper.

“Go on, you can tell him now.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s your turn to share our great news.”

Bella dried her eyes, and I heard Liam choke back his emotions when she spoke.

“Honey, my father’s name was Jack. You know that, right?”

“Yes.”

“He’s also Carla’s father. Jack Keady is our dad.”

“Carla, is your sister?”

“Yes, babe.”

Luca gathered us both up in his arms, kissing the tops of our heads repeatedly and sobbing loudly, which set everyone off, including Liam. I felt so happy and as though my life was complete.

When Luca released us, he beamed as though he’d found a lost sister of his own.

“You have a sister, and I have a sister-in-law who can cook as well as me?”

Bella leaned backward and shot her husband a comical expression.

“Surely not as well as you, husband?”

“Yes, I think so. Not as well as you, my dear, but then, you are the older sister. You should teach your younger sibling.”

“Yeah, Bella, he’s right, you should teach me. Now… do you guys mind giving us privacy, please?”

“You and Liam?”

“Yeah, unless you want to bed me instead of him doing it.”

Liam’s eyes popped out on stalks, and although I was being a little obvious, I could blame the wine and my elevated emotional state later. I ushered my sister and her husband from the apartment, locked the door, smiled at Liam, and then strolled into my bedroom, leaving him standing alone in the kitchen.

“Umm, Carla?”

By the time he summoned the courage to follow me, I was already naked and almost orgasmed by the expression he gave me when walking into my bedroom. I wrapped both arms around his neck and kissed him deeply, tonguing the mouth I wanted to have lick my pouting pussy lips.

Liam wouldn’t disengage our kiss while ripping his clothes off, and I almost laughed at the comedic scene of our sexual desperation while he disrobed. When I gripped his solid cock unable to encircle it with one hand, I knew our afternoon joy would last for hours.

“Mom wants to meet you as well.”

“I’ll stay in Venice if you want me here, Carla.”

“Of course I do, but right now, I want to taste this lovely big cock I can’t seem to shake off and then fuck it.”

“Can I reciprocate, please? I want to taste you too.”

“I’ve been turned on all day. It might be a little creamy down there.”

“I have a great sense of smell, and it’s been driving me crazy since we kissed this morning.”

“Lie down on the bed, Liam.”

He did as asked and looked magnificent, with masses of ripped muscles flexing on an adrenaline explosion like a Gladiator preparing for battle. His cock was enormous but not too much to be painful and thicker than any I’d enjoyed before, with at least an inch longer.

I stood on the bed and shuffled my feet up either side of his body until my soaking-wet slit hovered above Liam’s face.

“Your pussy is so completely gorgeous.”

“I freshly shaved for you just this morning while you waited.”

“You wanted me then?”

“From the moment you served me at the cafe this morning.”

I turned around carefully, avoiding stepping on his chest. When I squatted my swollen pussy lips onto Liam’s mouth, a dribble of lady juice dripped delightfully from a puffy lip, and I hoped he caught it.

“You taste incredible, Carla.”

“I’m sure you will, too, darling boyfriend.”

I rested my pussy on his face and enjoyed Liam slipping his fingers in between my ass cheeks, prising them apart for better access and to control my movement. When his tongue plowed up and down my cream-laden furrow, splitting both pouting pussy lips, I shuddered to a massive orgasm, squirting unicorn pee into his mouth.

I felt embarrassed because it was our first time, and oral sex in all its forms was an acquired taste. My concern was blown apart in less than a second, assuaged by his overwhelming desire to devour my pussy, swallowing its most personal nectar.

He whimpered in pleasure and, with that boundary spanned, I peeled the foreskin back on eight inches of glorious solid cock until Liam’s beautifully helmet-shaped, smooth glans coated in the veneer of love was presented for my delectation.

His pre-cum, musky aroma hit every hedonistic sense in my head, beating a taboo drum inside me so loudly that it drowned out any inhibitions that had survived. I sucked his glans hard, wrapping my tongue around its underside, stealing as much salty, musky pre-cum load as I could get, licking the slit on his cock end while wanking the base of his shaft back hard until it yielded more.

I cricked my neck slightly, took a few deep breaths, and slid Liam’s veiny cock fully down my tight throat, squeezing hard once my lips rasped against his pubic bush. I enjoyed a light reflexive gag caused by a mixture of my saliva, his salty nectar, and the massive tool blocking my airway.

Deep-throating Liam felt better than any cock I’d ever sucked. My desire for him was off the charts, and I thought that feeling was mutual, evident by the way he sucked my swollen pussy lips into his mouth.

He frequently swilled my essence around his mouth before swallowing greedily. When I came up for air and continued to wank, while sucking half his cock more rapidly, I forced excited groans from a man who might cum soon.

“Please stop now, Carla. I don’t want to cum yet.”

“Are you sure, sweetheart? I’d love to swallow your cum.”

“It’s tempting, but I’d rather cum inside you if it's okay?”

“Of course. I’d love that, too.”

I felt somewhat reluctant because I revel in a long, loving cunnilingus session from a man who cares, and Liam was the best I’d ever enjoyed.

He cupped my breasts, trapping both nipples between clenching fingers, squeezing hard, adding to my fluttering pre-orgasmic state. Hormones and mother nature’s body chemistry transformed me into a raw sexual beast, and I felt ecstatic when my boyfriend lifted me upwards into a sitting position on his face.

“Sit on your throne, please, Carla. I want you to cum in my mouth before I fuck you.”

To have a lover who wanted to please me first before himself felt incredible and was a missing piece in my sex life. I splayed my knees wider, sitting on my boyfriend’s face while watching his solid cock wait patiently to take over from his tongue deep inside me.

When Liam prised my ass cheeks wide open and rimmed my anal whorl, I slid down a chute of ecstasy and was enveloped in a lagoon full of his warm love. His fingers gently gripped the edges of my sphincter, prising it wide open, and for the first time in my life, a lover slipped their warm tongue inside my back passage.

Liam hit a nerve cluster I hadn’t realized was there. I bucked around and jerked wildly as wave after wave of full-on climax slammed through me. While my boyfriend rimmed my asshole, he even had the good judgment and selfless consideration to slide a finger onto my clitoris, dragging the hard, sticky pearl from side to side.

“I’m going to cum, Liam. It’ll get messy.”

“Yes, please.”

He removed the warm tongue from my back passage and cupped his mouth over my entire pussy. Just the thought of such lewd pussy service provided by the man I loved induced an orgasmic eruption.

Later on, Bella confirmed they heard me screaming from inside the Trattoria.

I ground my clitoris into Liam’s chin while he swallowed the pulsating, frequent squirts from my pussy. His desire to devour me drove my psyche to a mesmeric state where only my boyfriend and I existed, floating in a garden of love and pleasure.

“Please fuck me, Liam.”

“Are you taking birth control, Carla? Are you sure about this?”

“I stopped before leaving the States. It’s okay, though. I just finished my period two days ago, and the birth control hasn’t worn off yet.”

I hope to fuck I’m right.

“Okay. If you’re sure.”

“I’ll go back on the pill tomorrow.”

I hate condoms and absolutely couldn’t consider protection for our first time. My desperate need to have Liam’s cum inside my womb all night was inexplicable but non-negotiable.

I rolled over, expecting to be fucked, and saw beauty and love in his face. When Liam kissed me, we shared the flavor he’d enjoyed alone, and it reminded me of Sam and the nights we’d feasted on each other.

I lay back and spread my legs wide open to welcome a new man into my life and his cock inside my pussy. When he leaned in, Liam’s enormous shaft trembled delightfully against my sensitive, puffy pussy lips, and we were set up to merge in a union of love.

“Fuck me real good, please, Liam. Stake a claim inside my cunt with your seed.”

“Oh, Carla. You’ll talk it out of my balls with that slutty potty mouth if we’re not careful.”

“Do you enjoy dirty talk?”

“Very much. You?”

“Fuck yeah!”

His cock stretched my under fucked pussy wide open, and I screamed with pleasure, thanking the universe for my choices. When my hole enveloped his shaft like a soft sheath taking a blade, I knew Liam was going to be a great fuck. I squeezed the soft tissue walls of my cunt hard against his huge girth while he slid gently, deep inside my creamy pink cathedral.

We locked eyes throughout him fucking my pussy, communicating our mutual deep love and desire.

I helped Liam maneuver my legs over his shoulders until he had perfect access inside me. He pinned my shoulders from any movement with his palms close beside them on the bed.

“I can’t move.”

“You wanted me to fuck you good. I can't fill you up with seed if you wriggle away.”

“I hope you fuck me senseless because it's been far too long since this pussy was relentlessly pounded. I think our first time should be memorable for that. Perhaps if we both have trouble walking later, it might be a good sign.”

He thrust inside my pussy gently and kept going until his cock bottomed out balls deep. I felt my cunt walls pulsating wildly from the huge stimulus inside, vibrating gently while he stretched me wide. A rush of blood-engorged my reproductive organs as they shifted slightly to accommodate Liam’s enormous cock.

When he began fucking me properly, I was amazed at how little weight rested on my legs. I didn’t feel any pressure, just the constant and glorious pounding of my gaping slit by his gnarly cock.

He fucked me into a state of constant, wild orgasm very quickly, and I gripped his hands, squeezing tightly while clenching my pussy around his cock. My belly exploded with butterflies that ascended, fluttering through my heart until detonating in a shower of hedonistic sparks inside my head.

“I’m cumming now. Please fuck me harder, boyfriend.”

“With pleasure.”

He railed me like an artillery battery on a fire mission. I have never been fucked so completely and felt nothing but pleasure from a cock that etched Liam’s signature deep into my pussy walls.

When he orgasmed, Liam’s cock jerked constantly inside me while ropes of hot semen flooded my pussy, racing towards a desperate womb and beyond. I clasped his face between my palms, enjoying the most magnificent cum face I’d ever seen.

Liam saw that I was exhausted and let my legs fall beside him while keeping his cock inside me. When he kissed and cuddled me in the afterglow of our loving orgasm, I knew this was the man for me.

“Can I stay here with my cock inside you, please, Carla?”

“Will you get hard again?”

“Definitely.”

“It might be sloppy in there until I go to the toilet.”

“I like it that way.”

We lingered in my bed fucking, loving, talking, and cuddling late into the evening. I’d racked up loads of missed calls and messages, so after a much-needed, lengthy trip to the toilet and a quick shower, I sat on the bed beside my naked boyfriend and read them.

“Mom and Jack’s siblings fly here the morning after next. She says if you aren’t at the airport to meet them, you can’t have her daughter.”

“That’s fine by me.”

“Not having her daughter?”

“No, silly. I can’t wait to meet your mom.”

“Also, the others want to see us at the cafe tonight. They won’t close until we visit.”

“Others?”

“My other family, Liam. Bella Trattoria.”

“That sounds great too. Are you happy, Carla?”

“Yes, Liam, I am. Everything is perfect.”

I knew that wasn’t entirely true but couldn’t bear to buzzkill the moment.

I need Luca to be okay.
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