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Chapter One

Farewell New York

◆◆◆

When I walked through Francine’s living room door, closely followed by Orlando, everyone except the homeowner stared in disbelief. I thought Mom’s face looked particularly hilarious, as her cheeks, brow, nose, and lips executed some incredible facial gymnastics while she transitioned from shock to embarrassment, to joy, and then back to shock again.

Mom was a trembling, speechless wreck, glancing from me to Orlando and then back to me, desperate to find out what I knew and how I felt about it. I nodded more smugly than I should because I knew everything, but it wasn’t my place to reveal her relationship, so I took the diplomatic path.

“Look who I found outside, Bella.”

“What are you doing here, Orlando?”

My sister was as shocked as Gianni and Luca, but not quite as much as my mother. The guys were the first to greet him, warmly shaking hands and hugging the older man with back slaps that would knock a girl over. They didn’t care why he was thousands of miles from home; they just knew that he was their friend, and they were delighted to see him - it was enough for uninquiring men, but not enough for the women, who knew something was going on between Orlando and my mother.

Bella went next, embracing Orlando warmly as if he were an uncle, which, in many ways, he had become. The wise owl was always ready with friendly advice, to lend a helping hand, or to offer a contact who would fix a problem.

As I poured him coffee, the only person who had yet to greet Orlando was his girlfriend. I glanced sidelong at my mother, smirking much to her chagrin while adding cream and Stevia, a plant-based sugar alternative, to our new guest’s mug.

After I handed Orlando coffee and stepped away, joining the crowd spectating what my mother would do next, Bella sidled up next to me, cradling her nearly empty cup, which had become a prop for her to hide behind in our soap opera romance scene.

She giggled as girls often do when watching another girl’s love scene play out.

“They look adorable together, Carla. Will they kiss?”

“I hope so.”

“What’s going on? Why is Orlando here?”

“You’re about to find out.”

“Your Mom has gone doe eyed.”

“You knew about them being together, right?”

“Yes, but not that he traveled here. I heard voices in their room two nights ago, but thought it was the TV.”

“And you said nothing to me?”

“I couldn’t. I would have if there was a worry or risk that your mother might be harmed, but come on, Orlando is a sweetheart, and your Mom begged me not to say anything when I caught them in Venice. If he were thirty years younger and I wasn’t married…”

“Bella!”

We giggled, putting Mom off her stride as she glanced with fiery eyes at us. I was certain my mother had always been faithful to Dad, and now, years after his death, Orlando was her first boyfriend. When she stared at me, I grinned and winked, her face softened, and she stepped forward, embracing her boyfriend, then, to a collective gasp, she kissed Orlando on the lips, making it clear to everyone that they were together.

Orlando held my mother’s hands so tightly her knuckles whitened, and it seemed the blood supply might be cut off. He looked adorable, his cheeks burning like a teenage boy enjoying a moment with his new girlfriend.

My sister nudged me, squeaking with excitement.

“I really would, Carla. Orlando must have been quite gorgeous.”

“Bella… pack it in!”

“I’m just saying is all, sister. The man has old-fashioned values that I love. Age is the only difference between Luca, Gianni, and Orlando; they are like peas from the same pod.”

“Yes, they are.”

Orlando was a very polite and kind man whose expression as he stood center stage was utterly devoted to my mother. His were the sparkling romance eyes that painter Marc Chagall was famous for. His eyes brightened in my mother’s light, conveying a sense of dreaminess and emotional intensity.

I watched them whispering nervously in their love bubble, hugging, and kissing, and my heart melted for both. In Orlando, I saw a faint shadow of my father’s ghost. I fleetingly felt sad about losing Dad, but as he always said, ‘life is for the living’. He left an aching void when he passed. It was far too young for him, and us, but now that emptiness could be filled for my mother with the love of a man who cared only for her, not for the shock of anyone else in the room.

I couldn’t show my mother any of my heartache for Dad - this was her moment to love and be loved.

I could only imagine how much my mother had agonized over having a boyfriend from the moment it happened back home in Venice. Jack Keady was Sarah’s soulmate, a presumed once-in-a-lifetime pairing cast in the heavens, never to be broken. But that was fanciful romance written by poets and authors, often performed by actors, because human biology, hormones, and our chemistry always have the last word when it comes to mating rituals and realities.

Mom and I discussed her relationship with Orlando in the evening in private. I reassured her that I was delighted for both of them, although we accepted some complexities would unravel in the coming weeks, especially with my father’s siblings. When she mentioned my father, we both cried and decided it was better to talk more about future love and lives back on home turf.

I yearned to return to Venice, to get married, and to see Carne, Vagabond, and all my friends again. Gabriella left the day after Trattoria Judy’s hard opening. She had become a dynamo, essential to my growing empire and her family’s winery.

It took another three days for our team to have everything running smoothly for Roland as Trattoria Judy’s Head Chef with an impressive, growing team. Our fledgling restaurant was already having trouble forming an orderly line outside the front door, where people were happy to crowd on the sidewalk, hoping to replace a no-show.

With the heavy lifting done, my heart shifted back to Italy long before we boarded our aircraft, but what surprised me most was my final meeting with Francine the morning before departure. I sat in a private corner of her living room after breakfast, a buffet where a thousand calories could be loaded onto your plate in under a minute.

While Francine and I talked, Gianni handled our luggage at the other end of the room, ensuring all tags were correctly written, even though the airport would apply barcoded ones anyway. Organizing anything from a children’s birthday party to rebuilding a church was my fiancé’s forte. Luca helped him, although Bella constantly reminded her husband that he couldn’t find the basil in his restaurant without help.

As they clucked and fussed at the other end of the room, Francine smiled.

“I will miss you after today, Carla.”

“I will return frequently.”

“People always say that, then they show up a couple of times a year. Eventually, you get used to not seeing them, and they become a vague memory.”

“You could visit Venice. We have plenty of space. You would be welcome to stay in our apartment and spend time at Gianni’s country home.”

“Will you have time for me?”

“We always find time for family and friends, Francine.”

“I feel that about you and the people who love you, Carla.”

Francine was building bridges to me, or at least trying hard to make sure what we had didn’t fall into disrepair. Her point about friendships waning over time when not nurtured was true, like untended, unharvested grapes withering on a vine until they completely shriveled and fell off, absorbed by the earth until nothing was left.

I liked Francine and didn’t want us to become distant.

“Come to my wedding if you can spare the time.”

“That’s next week?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I’d love to.”

I sipped lemon and ginger herbal tea. Consumed by pregnancy cravings, Bella bought a box of specialty teas and wanted everyone to sample and offer feedback. She was considering them for her Trattoria. I thought of them as a hideous alternative to coffee, as did the men. Still, since they hadn’t the courage to say anything to a pregnant woman who thought the tea was delicious, I didn’t want to make myself unpopular by doing everyone else’s dirty work.

Francine looked cagey, as though she had an agenda.

“Orlando is your Italian business partner, then, Carla?”

“Yes. He is also a friend.”

“I had time to talk to him.”

“About business?”

“Yes… specifically about you, and business.”

“Oh dear. You’d better spill the beans.”

“Would it be possible to have a restaurant branded in your name in each of my five hotels?”

I stared at her in disbelief, held my breath for ten seconds, then laughed so loudly that Gianni looked over from where he was cataloguing luggage, looking deeply concerned. When I waved and smiled that all was well, he went back to his task.

I turned my attention back to Francine, who seemed mildly amused.

“You’re joking, right, Francine?”

“Not at all, but Orlando said you might react this way. While I am on a roll, shocking you, I’ll add that our mutual friend has access to a European/American investment group. He asked me if I would like to open a hotel in Venice with a Carla restaurant inside as a feature.”

I had a panic attack, and my stomach knotted until I felt queasy. My eyes bloated and welled with tears, ready to fall monsoon-like as inky clouds formed in my mind and an emotional storm approached. Francine looked alarmed and placed a hand over mine.

“Please don’t cry, Carla.”

“I want to get married, Francine. It’s important.”

“Getting married is the most important thing in the world, honey.”

“Then why do this to me now?”

“I’m sorry. It’s bad timing. You have the Midas touch, Carla. I just want to register my interest in being your investor, as does Orlando. He’s watched you work miracles in Italy, as I have here, and it boils down to one simple factor…”

I stared at her, waiting for Francine to finish her sentence, but she didn’t. Gianni must have known something was wrong with me, so he strolled across the living room, knelt, and took my hand.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“Yes… Francine is coming to our wedding.”

“That’s awesome. She is very welcome, but why are you upset?”

“I want to marry you so much, Gianni, more than anything.”

“We shall marry within the next few days, my beloved. Nobody will stand in our way.”

“Thank you.”

“Is there a problem, Carla?”

“Francine and Orlando have been discussing business.”

“Business with you?”

“Yes… But I can’t, Gianni. I’m so tired.”

“Another time then.”

“Yes.”

Francine looked apologetic, but the harm was done. She’d opened a door I wasn’t prepared to step through. It was another giant stride forward to tax my time and dilute my efforts in investing love in Gianni and my Carne and Vagabond dreams. I yearned for the simple life, morning coffee, and a croissant shared with my fiancé, Mom, sister, her husband, and our friends outside a cafe.

As I closed my eyes, I heard the scraping sound of tables being set out in the Piazza, the solid wood I gripped of a chair I lined up. Venice was calling, and my wedding day approached.

When I opened my eyes again, Francine was still staring at me.

“I’m sorry, Carla. I was wrong to suggest this so close to your wedding day.”

“Will you still come to our wedding?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I would be honored.”

“What was the thing?”

“What thing?”

“The simple factor my success boils down to?”

“Your leadership, Carla. You are a natural-born leader. People follow you because they want to. Most of the decisions you make in seconds turn out well, which is more than any of us could hope for. I want to be part of your journey, but for now, just set my suggestion aside, and if at any time in the future you need me for anything, please call.”

“I will, Francine, but I must marry Gianni first.”

“You definitely must, my dear. You two are a match made in heaven.”

When we boarded the aircraft, I felt exhausted. Roland had hired a minivan and brought Trattoria Judy’s kitchen brigade and front-of-house staff to see us off in the Departure Lounge. Francine was there too, as were some of our Keady clan: a smattering of uncles, aunts, and cousins who hadn’t seen us during a flying visit.

We promised to catch up soon, but as I crossed through security and stared back at them wistfully, I wondered how many of them I would see again. It would be my version of heaven to live in a village with all my family and friends forever.

I sat comfortably in first class beside Gianni, who drank champagne with everyone while I nursed a Long Island Iced Tea. I needed the persistence of hard liquor to relax me. Not being one for heavy alcohol consumption and having worked slavishly for weeks, one highball glass of a potent cocktail made me feel drowsy. I remember nothing for seven hours after I reached halfway down the second glass.

When I woke, breakfast was being served. My hair was wrecked, and I needed coffee like a sloth needs a strong branch to dangle from. Gianni had ordered me the egg option, a beautifully folded, fluffy ham-laced omelet onto which I sprinkled a full sachet of salt and cracked black pepper. Whole meal toast was beautifully caramelized but not burnt, and deliciously spread thickly with demi-salted butter.

It wasn’t the meal a bride, conscious of her dress fitting, would eat days before she married. But I damn well needed it and felt so much better, I could have done New York all over again. I’d slept soundly for seven hours of an almost nine-hour flight and felt rejuvenated. Bella took one look at me and laughed as she walked past on her way to the toilet, so I gripped her wrist and stared up.

“What’s wrong, Bella?”

“Your hair is a natural disaster. You must fix it, Carla, or the Italian immigration officers will think you are a vagrant.”

Gianni laughed, too. Then Mom visited our seat row with a small compact mirror so I could review what a horror I had become while snuggled into my fiancé and a wide, comfortable, leather chair I wanted to take home. Needless to say, I was next in the toilet queue.

After fixing myself, Orlando visited and checked in with me.

“I understand everything is in place for your wedding, Carla?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I am sorry business has intruded. It was partly my fault. I got very excited with Francine.”

“Don’t worry. Yesterday I felt exhausted and emotional. Now, I feel better.”

“Francine will not give up on her ideas. She is determined to be your backer.”

“Why?”

“Hoteliers must innovate or die. They need the latest, greatest food, best, most comfortable beds, cheapest pricing, best furnishings and service… and so it goes on. You offer her an advantage.”

“Francine can innovate her hotels without me.”

“You are a fairytale for people like her and me, Carla.”

“How do you figure that out?”

“Your story is rags to riches, a second chance at life and love, inspired by your father, supported by your mother. In Italy, you discovered a sister, fed the homeless, saved a Michelin Star venue, and met the love of your life.”

Orlando was being sincere. I glanced at Gianni, who looked positive about the conversation, which was almost a carbon copy of the one that had made me highly emotional twelve hours earlier.

“What do you think, Gianni?”

“Nothing will stop us from marrying, sweetheart.”

“I know… but? You have a but, right?”

My heart pounded and my temples surged with pressure. I was less frightened than when I sat talking to Francine about her ideas, and felt more excited and exhilarated. We were thirty-five thousand feet above Italy, closing in on my heart’s desire: a tiny stone chapel built by a giant of a man whose babies I wanted to deliver.

“Yes, Carla. I have a but.”

“Tell me what it is, please.”

“We should be married first.”

“Is that the but?”

“Not really.”

“Then what, Gianni?”

“I think you should consider a business partnership with Orlando and Francine. Perhaps you could sit with them after our wedding to discuss their ideas.”

“Only if you do too.”

“Of course, I will, Carla.”

“We are in this together, right?”

“All the way to the end, my love.”


Chapter Two

Return To Home

◆◆◆

Every seasoned traveler has a favorite airport. Their choice might be influenced by the luxury brands available on a shopping concourse, a special eatery that perfectly hits their foodie spot, a moment they spent reuniting with someone, perhaps a lover, or it could just be that the airport in question is the closest to home.

San Marco, Venice, was my favorite because it was closest to home, and I say that unapologetically to all New Yorkers. New York will always be in my heart, but I live in the city I love most - Venice.

In my heart, I felt the ancient trading city approach as we passed over Alpine snow-capped mountain peaks, Lombardy chalk hill vineyards, small patchwork field farms, and homely villages scattered between forests, nestled in valleys, or perched atop rolling hills.

I was more excited to come home than Gianni, who held my hand until I squeezed his fingers so hard he rescued and shook them, chuckling.

“If you had one wish, what would it be, Carla?”

“That’s easy. To live no more than a half an hour’s walk from everyone I love.”

“I think that is a fine dream.”

“What would you wish for, Gianni?”

“To never be more than a one-minute stroll away from you. Ideally, I would love to never lose sight of you, but that feels creepy and might make me seem a stalker.”

“Aww, honey… thank you. I don’t mind you stalking me.”

As our plane landed, the reality of my wedding three days later struck hard. My heart bounced and skidded harder and faster than the aircraft’s undercarriage and tires on the tarmac. When I turned off my phone’s airplane mode, added anxiety landed in my DMs as my phone beeped with dozens of texts from Sarah, Margarita, Sam, and Viola, my Venice-based bridal crew.

My focus changed, and my life’s priority was to marry my man.

I scanned through all my messages, picking up the gist of each. An immense marquee that could accommodate three hundred people celebrating our wedding had been erected on a hilltop clearing near our chapel, with expansive views over the family estate. Alberto’s butchered meat was marinating in Gianni’s wine, and Gabriella, who had moved home to help Viola, received other deliveries daily.

An exceptional vintage of the Estate wine was being bottled today. Eleven thousand bottles would be laid down, one thousand to be sold on each of our first ten wedding anniversaries - a tribute to the owner and his new wife. One thousand bottles would be reserved for our children and their children.

Mario was among the crowd who met us at the Arrivals lounge in Venice, Marco Polo Airport. I couldn’t believe more than twenty friends and family came to greet us, some bearing flowers and welcome home cards, others bringing their love and joy at our return.

After hugging me and shaking Gianni’s hand, Mario announced he must leave immediately to join Viola and Gabriella at our family estate to make preparations for our great day.

My heart thumped harder, louder, and faster than it ever had in my life. While Gianni went to upgrade our water taxi to a bus, Mom held one of my hands, and Bella held the other, but even so, I barely held on to my tears. Overwhelming emotions choked me because everyone milling around us wanted to discuss the wedding, from Gianni’s proposal to what I would wear on the day.

Marriage was finally happening.

When I reached Piazza Bella, my first stop was visiting Vagabond, where the calmness of normality made my heart soar. A few diners ate a late breakfast or early lunch, depending on your perspective on routines. Others helped clean the dining room, do laundry, wash dishes, or check in new inventory. A couple of new faces in the kitchen were a welcome sight - it seemed Mario had a full brigade.

When a few diners recognized me, they proffered more hugs, making me want to cry again.

I didn’t stay long, wanting to visit Noah at Trattoria Bella, where I could catch up on matters relating to Carne. My restaurant had all but closed, but my Head Chef had a few surprises for me. In Luca’s kitchen, he presented me with an almost complete menu, suggesting that the next day, he would have our brigade make everything in our kitchen for me to sample before leaving for our family estate.

I smiled at Noah while checking off the menu. It was a perfect start for Carne.

“You have been busy, Noah.”

“Luca’s team helped us late at night and in between services. He insisted that nobody bother you with the details and that we should be ready for what he calls your triumphant return.”

“He is my brother.”

“Luca is a great leader.”

“Yes, he is.”

I glanced across Luca’s kitchen to the pass and saw the man who had been my rock standing proudly. He wore his chef whites, held a menu - my Carne menu- and read it with a smile. When he was done reading it, he glanced at me and grinned, raising an eyebrow.

“Thank you, Luca.”

“You are most welcome, sister.”

“How did you find the time?”

“Bella and I wanted this for you as much as you wanted Judy’s place for her.”

Noah escorted Gianni and me to Carne with an almost complete kitchen brigade in tow. While I was away, they helped at Trattoria Bella and Vagabond. When I stepped inside my restaurant, I was stunned. The contractor’s work was completed, all furniture was in place, table settings were perfect, and the lights were on, giving a loving, pleasant ambiance into which I drifted.

Carne had been born while I was in New York.

The kitchen, store rooms, wine cellar, my office, even the drawers and racks holding pots, pans, and utensils were all perfect. Everything was in its place.

I couldn’t believe our restaurant was almost ready to open, barring a few pieces of specialized kitchen equipment, new linen, Carne’s uniforms, and a few days of dry ingredients and fresh food deliveries. I stared at each team member who lined up in the dining room as if on inspection, seeing that they were dog-tired.

“I feel so proud of you all.”

“We wanted to achieve something for you, Chef.”

“How did it all get done, Noah?”

“When Mario told everyone at Vagabond that you needed their help, dozens of friends came and waited outside for jobs. They fetched, carried, helped paint, scrubbed inside, laid tables, placed cutlery, scrubbed bricks in the wine cellar, and so much more. They all mobilized for you, Carla.”

I rubbed my eyes with a sleeve, but even that couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down my cheeks. Gianni handed me a white cotton handkerchief, which only made me worse because a pink embroidered love heart had our names and wedding date inside it.

I bit my tongue, sniffling, almost sobbing, nodding at the lace-trimmed edges of a handkerchief I would keep forever.

“How did you get these? We only landed five hours ago.”

“I had them made in New York. Francine helped me find a place. She has many linen suppliers and holds great sway with them.”

“Carne has been created perfectly.”

“So tomorrow, you will taste the menu, make adjustments, and approve it so Carne can open in a few weeks. Then we will travel to our palace to marry.”

“Yes, darling… to marry will be a fine thing - the finest ever.”

With little to do aside from thanking everyone who helped make my sketches, design ideas, specifications, and wishes come true, Gianni and I retired to our apartment. I felt intimidated because our wedding loomed, and no matter how much I wanted it, I felt the same trepidation all brides do.

I glanced frequently at Gianni, feeling his immense presence as a constant source of confidence in my life. While I sat at our breakfast bar, he made coffee with the diligence of a Geisha making tea, presenting me with a perfect cappuccino adorned by a chocolate-sprinkled heart.

We sat together, staring silently at one another, simmering passionately.

“In three days, we will be united forever, Carla.”

“I know.”

“Are you feeling nervous?”

“Yes… Aren’t you?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“I worry that things might go wrong, Gianni.”

“I don’t want anything to go wrong, but even an earthquake won’t stop me from marrying my bride. I’ll stand with one foot on either side of a crevice while lava bubbles out, cradling you if I must.”

“A volcano and an earthquake together?”

“I would do anything for you, Carla.”

“I know you would.”

Gianni’s eyes sparkled with love and devotion. He was the most devoutly loyal and adoring man I had ever met. Like him, I had no intention of letting anything get in the way of our wedding day, but still, I worried about my dress, our carriage to the chapel, whether the priest would arrive on time, and whether my documents from the US Embassy would be approved and couriered by tomorrow.

I wouldn’t sleep well until jetlag was conquered.

“Will you run with me, Gianni? I feel tired but hyperactive. My muscles are twitching, and I missed running in New York.”

“I have a cure for that later, sweetheart, but for now, let’s pound the streets of Venice and welcome ourselves home.”

“Thank you.”

I dressed quickly while Gianni took a call from Viola and her children. I cut two breasts of chicken on the bone into four pieces, sautéed them in a slow cooker with a mirepoix, added stock, a few herbs, seasoned everything, and set the timer for four hours. It was dinner in a hurry because I wanted us to stay in the apartment and talk after our run.

Being around family and friends constantly, day and night, from breakfast to bedtime, had taken a toll on me, driving an unintended wedge between me and my fiancé. Snuggling in bed is wonderful, as is waking in my fiancé’s arms, but nothing beats enjoying a glass of wine and a simple meal together, just us, before making love and falling asleep.

Pounding along familiar, much-loved pedestrian alleys, crossing enchanting piazzas, and running alongside canals and dockyards calmed my nerves. Having Gianni running inches from my shoulder made me smile inside and out. He glanced at me as often as I did at him, always grinning like the boy who got everything he ever wanted for Christmas.

I was a lucky woman and knew it.

Something was on my mind, and I had to get it out. I chose the moment we rounded a corner at the old docks, passing the small Venice trawler fleet, heading into the late afternoon sun. This area of the old docks was abandoned for a few more hours, when it would come alive as two dozen small trawlers prepared to motor out of the lagoon together.

“You and I must partner with Francine and Orlando, involving Viola, Gabriella, Luca, and Bella.”

“Wow.”

“What is it, Gianni?”

“Give me a moment to process that.”

I feared he might not like my proposal. It meant having eight partners in a single business. I proposed involving a lot of people with many opinions, some possibly conflicting, but over the past month, I had seen the power of a team working together toward common goals.

We needed more people to accomplish what Francine and Orlando were thinking about—not employees but stakeholders who would put their heart and soul into a small corporation.

“Carne would remain one hundred percent ours, Gianni.”

“And we would retain our shares in my family estate, keep my home, also our shares in Vagabond and Trattoria Judy?”

“I think Judy’s should be shared. Everyone helped revive her restaurant; if that collaboration continues, we have less work to do. I want to commit to you, not to working forever.”

“What’s driving all of this, Carla?”

“I don’t want us to lose ourselves and become slaves to the boardroom, always meeting or talking to investors on a timetable that prevents us from enjoying life.”

“Is that why you are making chicken casserole for dinner?”

“I haven’t cooked you a meal in over a month, and it hurts. I enjoy feeding you, and I love your company exclusively. We have become strangers in the same room, working and jostling schedules. I don’t want my life to be like that.”

“Me neither.”

“Then let’s create a company with our family and friends so we can grow together. We have chefs, restaurateurs, marketing experts, oenologists, sommeliers, and professionals managing businesses from a large hotel chain to tiny cafes.”

“How you say it sounds like a no-brainer, Carla.”

“Don’t you agree?”

“Every team needs a leader, though - the burden will be yours.”

“We can discuss that another time, after our wedding. All I need for now is to know whether you agree.”

“I do agree.”

“And if we can’t make it happen this way, do we walk away, Gianni?”

“We must, or we will never enjoy a life together. Already, I find myself missing you throughout the day, even though we are in the same building.”

“That’s what I mean.”

Gianni’s agreement was a load off my mind. Francine and Orlando had launched a barrage of challenges at me when I least expected it, and however well-meaning they had been, I couldn’t bear the specter of overworking for years to come hanging over me on our wedding day.

I stretched out as we neared home without realizing it. My hair trailed behind me, and my feet barely touched the paving stones as I glided smoothly over them. Gianni was with me, matching me stride for stride, the powerful man I loved deeply. When we crossed an imaginary line in Piazza Bella, I slowed, then stopped, panting vigorously and chuckling joyously, feeling alive and glowing vibrantly because of it-because of him.

Gianni slipped his hand into mine, squeezing comfortingly while we strolled around the piazza I loved dearly, catching our breath. Bella busied herself outside the front of her Trattoria. She smiled and waved, as did Mom and Sam from the cafe windows, as we passed them.

I felt grounded again. The dynamic, frenetic month in New York was behind me.

When I checked our chicken casserole, it was cooking perfectly. I peeled a few Russet potatoes, which I intended to mash with garlic, cream, black pudding, and finely chopped Tuscan kale. Wilted broccoli and fresh garden peas would add greens to a homely meal cooked with love.

While I prepared dinner, Gianni dragged out the vacuum cleaner and duster. He cleaned and polished everything in our apartment, tackling a month’s dust in our home. He spent ten minutes selecting wine, foregoing every bottle he studied, shaking his head disapprovingly, finally settling on his own Estate Reserve as I always knew he would.

With dinner prepared for the final cooking act and Alicia Keys singing “If I Ain’t Got You,” Gianni gripped my wrist and dragged me to an open wooden-floor space in front of our fire. His eyes sparkled and seemed on fire; he bowed, his nostrils flared, and his cheeks burned.

“May I have this dance, my lady?”

“You may have every dance, kind sir.”

We danced to one of my favorite love songs, at the end of which I melted into my fiancé’s arms. We swayed gently, immersed together as one song after another played out. The sun was setting, splashing bright yellows and vivid oranges across the furniture and floorboards, like flames dancing around us. It was the most perfect moment ever, including my fiancé’s hardness that pressed into my damp pussy, a promise of much needed loving to come.

My heart soared when I stared into Gianni’s eyes at the end of the playlist; he smiled nervously. I frowned, raising my eyebrows.

“You are trembling, Gianni.”

“I am in love.”

“So am I.”

“I agree with what you said, Carla. We must be indivisible in all things.”

“We shall be, honey.”

“I have a question to ask, please?”

“Anything, Gianni.”

“When you give birth to our children, can that be at our home in the vineyard?”

“Of course. I would love that too. I know you were born at home.”

“We have a fabulous local doctor; his wife is a midwife.”

“Perfect.”

“I want our children to know their heritage. That includes New York.”

“We kept Mom and Dad’s house for that reason, Gianni.”

“Thank you, Carla. I need us to be at home wherever we are. Cooking, cleaning, running together, living a simple, beautiful life.”

“If we work together, no challenge will knock us over.”

“I know.”

“Will you make love to me in the shower, please? We have enough time.”

“My dance was intended as foreplay.”

“I know it was - now you have turned me on, it’s time to deliver.”


Chapter Three

Where I Belong?

◆◆◆

Being home in Venice, sleeping in our apartment, hearing familiar sounds when I woke fleetingly a couple of times through the night was cathartic. At four a.m., my mouth was dry, so I sipped water. A warm early morning breeze wafted through wide-open windows, and birdsong, hitching a ride on it, lulled me. I felt deeply content for a few minutes of semi-consciousness before I closed my eyes and descended back into the next scene of our fantasy wedding.

By six a.m., I was fully awake, feeling the soft, loving aftermath of a night’s lovemaking tingle across my skin. I lay on my front, staring sideways at Gianni, whose eyes were wide open, gazing lovingly back at me.

He smiled like a prince who found Cinderella.

“Did you sleep well, Carla Romano?”

“Yes, very much… did you?”

“More than I did in New York. The air is cleaner and we can sleep without air-conditioning.”

“We also have less stress now.”

“And we are getting married.”

“In two days, Gianni.”

Ten minutes later, I rolled out of bed, and after ten minutes more, I shared the freshly percolated coffee Gianni made. He couldn’t stop hugging or touching me, like I was brand new to him.

“Shall we run this morning, Gianni?”

“I’m still stiff from yesterday.”

“I have somewhere you can put that stiffness.”

I laughed at Gianni’s expression. He was always in the mood to make love, and now, as his testosterone peaked in the morning, I had teased him to a semi-erection. He looked inquiringly, almost pleadingly, at me.

“Can we make love, Carla?”

“Anytime you wish and wherever you want, darling.”

“In the shower, then?”

“After or instead of a run?”

“In about ten seconds, please.”

I raced Gianni to the shower, stripping off my underwear and kicking it aside just before I skipped in. We danced in the short, cold burst of water that sprayed out of the rainfall head before it ran tepid, then hot, as steamy jets took the chill off our skin.

Giggling, caressing, playfully spanking and kissing were the killers of lingering anxiety and I felt the last twinges of New York’s burden shed as I soaped my lover’s, long, thick, stiff cock. I stared deeply and lovingly into Gianni’s eyes, chuckling in the most lewd and teasing way while gripping his soapy lathered cock and wanking it slowly, stroking my fingers up and down the veiny flesh from the helmet shaped tip to his balls.

He gasped, his eyes bloated, and then Gianni sighed, so I cupped his balls in one hand, using a finger to rub his soapy perineum. As I wanked my beloved’s cock, I watched him slowly losing control, desire, devotion and lust layered between sheets of love like the most exquisite, delicate filo.

“Shall I wank you off, Gianni… or…?”

“I would prefer to be inside you, Carla.”

His cute, desperate expression won my heart and tingled inside my womb. I would always give my fiancé anything he wanted, denying no sexual contact or intimacy. My man needed to show me love in a meaningful, sexual way, whereas I only needed to feel it in his eyes, hear it in the timbre of his voice, understand his words, and beautiful expressions.

I pulled gently on my bottom lip, my eyes blazing, while I stared at Gianni, building an electric, sexual tension between us. I stroked his rock-hard cock and he gulped, his nostrils flared, and his cheeks trembled in anticipation.

“Then I shall bend over for you to fill me with this lovely cock.”

“Will you come off birth control, Carla?”

“Yes.”

Even though he blurted out his question, I didn’t hesitate for a second to answer unequivocally. Recent events deeply affected me and changed my opinion on some matters, with raising a family being paramount among them. Judy’s sadness taught me that life is fickle, and all could be lost in one tragic moment. My sister was soon to become a mother, my mother had become a girlfriend, and my observation of others around me all drove one overwhelming desire.

Gianni looked more shocked by my answer or the speed at which it came than I was by the question prompting it.

“Really, Carla?”

“I can’t think of anything I want more than to be pregnant with your baby, Gianni.”

“Oh god, thank you.”

“No, honey, thank you for asking me.”

I reached up and softly kissed my fiancé, as though discovering his lips for the first time. He whimpered in a manly way, like raw, savage, caged desperation that was barely contained. I released my beloved’s cock so I could send my hands on walkabout. Gianni’s chest rose and fell like a volcano breathing powerfully, vibrating his heartbeat against my fingertips while his hair brushed against them until I found his nipples and tweaked them teasingly.

Gianni’s breathing quickened and his cock probed into my crotch, a bulbous glans parting my swollen, aching pussy lips.

“I don’t want to bend you over, Carla.”

“What do you desire, my love?”

“I want to stare into your eyes when we both cum.”

“I’d like that too.”

I hopped up and wrapped my legs securely around Gianni’s waist when he cupped my ass cheeks in both palms, his fingers spread wide to hold me securely. Inside my pussy was still sticky from his cum after a night of lovemaking, but also, fresh honeyed arousal leaked from my trembling lips.

Gianni never averted his eyes from mine for a second as he guided my throbbing pussy onto his cock, uniting us in love. I slid down his shaft easily, slick, but tight, compressing my pelvic floor to crush and milk my groom’s cock.

I tossed my head, flailing long hair everywhere, spraying drips of water across Gianni’s face while he lowered me onto his steely, solid shaft. When I was fully impaled, he paused, and I milked his long, thick, throbbing shaft, leaning closer, kissing my king. With my tongue desperately searching his mouth, Gianni gripped my ass cheeks with claw-like fingers and raised me slowly, wanking his cock with my tight hole.

When I sank back down his cock, I gasped, feeling my pussy stretch and mold to Gianni. He looked overjoyed as my pussy slid up and down, more so when I whispered to him.

“Put a baby inside me, please, Gianni.”

“I will, sweetheart.”

Our orgasms entwined like two massive olive trees that grew close to each other, each tendril of pleasure indistinguishable from another, our moans harmonized, our breathing was equally labored. I wasn’t taking any birth control today, but this time couldn’t be the day I fell pregnant.

But the day would come soon.

I’d wanted to be pregnant with Bella, or at least have my first child soon after she had hers. I imagined the cousins growing up together, being close friends, always there for each other, and bound by our sibling love. There was no way to know how fertile a couple Gianni and I were, and, as his semen leaked from my gaping pussy after he slid out his cock, I felt the apprehension of a woman beginning a new, thrilling, natural journey.

After showering and dressing, I reached the cafe almost the moment Bella did, a few minutes ahead of Gianni, who needed more time to pack. My sister smiled at me when we lifted a table to move it into place, then she paused and studied me more closely.

“Something is different about you this morning, Carla.”

“What do you mean?”

“You always smile, but today you are glowing, almost laughing. Did you have sex? Is that what I heard in the shower half an hour ago?”

“Yes, I did have sex, but it’s not that.”

“What happened then?”

“I have disposed of my birth control pills. Gianni asked me to.”

Bella exploded into celebration, crying joyously, rushing across and hugging me tightly. She had just entered her third trimester, so her hormones were wilder than a Mustang broodmare in season. My sister cried as she held on to me, but when she saw Margarita and Sam heading across from the other side of our Piazza, she stepped back and wiped her eyes, not wishing to give anything away.

“This is wonderful news, Carla. I will pray for your fertility every night.”

“Thank you. We can talk more at Gianni’s home later.”

“Wow… could this day get any better?”

“I have something else to discuss with you and Luca in the car on the way to Gianni’s.”

“What is it?”

“It’s about business. It can wait.”

“Okay.”

Setting out the cafe was always a huge pleasure. A chore shared among family and friends could never be anything else. The excited chatter around breakfast was about Gianni and my wedding; people were still packing, getting details for their accommodation, and finalizing travel arrangements.

My fiancé and his sisters had booked every friend’s spare bedroom, hotel, Airbnb, and Agritourismo within ten miles of their estate, accommodating everyone somewhere. Six small buses would ferry guests around the area, ensuring nobody missed our main events.

As excitement bubbled around our breakfast gathering, my emotions simmered like hot water, perfectly ready for pasta to be cooked in. I warmed to the journey of love, imagining myself already married and pregnant to the man of my dreams, together forever.

After breakfast, time flashed by, and fond last-minute farewells were dragged out, even though they were only for a few hours until we met again two hundred miles away. A text message from Sarah advised that she was on her way to Lombardy by train from her meeting in Rome. Another text said that Francine had landed in Milan, and her car was running on time.

My New York family was boarding an aircraft in one hour at JFK. Viola and Gabriella confirmed our chapel was ready; the food preparation was going well under Mario’s supervision. Mom was in a car with Orlando and Federico, preparing to leave the Venezia Tronchetto underground parking garage.

Gradually, everyone who loved Gianni or me was somewhere in the world, packing, picking up their baggage, and journeying to converge on us with all the love and best wishes. I felt like crying, my emotions exploding just from the thoughts of everyone’s effort to be with us.

I sat quietly on the back seat of Gianni’s car, listening to him and Luca discuss the weather, the coming festivities, and the need for them to pick wildflowers for the chapel in the early hours of our wedding day. Bella leaned close to me, holding my hand, enjoying the scenery that flashed past our windows.

“Men gossip needlessly as much as we do, Carla.”

“They discuss tasks and achievements, build camaraderie, and bond over shared experiences.”

“We discuss relationships and society.”

“I think we are more interesting.”

“So do they, especially when we undress.”

I laughed. Gianni glanced back in the rear-view mirror, so I raised an eyebrow and smiled sleazily. He quickly averted his eyes away from me and stared ahead at the road, his gaze fixed, picking up his conversation with Luca where they had left off.

Bella sniggered.

“What business matter did you wish to discuss with us, Carla?”

“Francine wants us to open restaurants in her five hotels. She and Orlando want to finance a new one in Venice that they will buy together.”

Bella laughed again, nodding sarcastically. She didn’t believe me at first, but she took me seriously when I didn’t smile back. Luca had heard what I said, and half turned, smiling, also in disbelief, until he saw my seriousness.

“You must be joking.”

“It’s no joke, Luca.”

“If this is real, they want you and Gianni, not us.”

“We did Trattoria Judy together. We are a team, equal in every way.”

“But this is your opportunity. You must grasp it.”

“Only if it’s with you, Bella, and a few others. Gianni agrees.”

Luca glanced at Gianni, who nodded. Bella was speechless, tears welling in her eyes. She knew this was an incredible opportunity to break out and grow quickly, but it still didn’t seem real.

“Why would you do this, Carla?”

“Owning something and living well is better than owning everything and not living at all.”


Chapter Four

Equal In All Things

◆◆◆

We reached Gianni’s vineyard in good time to enjoy the mid-to-late afternoon. Bella and Luca went straight to their bedroom, where they could be alone for a rest, or at least, that’s what they called it. I mingled with friends and a few family members who’d arrived early from New York, found their accommodation, and rushed right over to greet us.

As each beamed, hugged, and kissed me, I cried, never having been very good at family reunions. They put me in mind of the people I’d lost, namely my father. My mother arrived next with Orlando, closely followed by Margarita, Sam, and her children. Noah came in a rented minivan with a few of our Carne kitchen brigade, and soon, more than a hundred people milled around the winery buildings, talking with me, Gianni, and his sisters about their business while sipping wine.

I strolled away from a crowd to enjoy the expansive views across my fiancé’s vineyard from our open-sided marquee. Orlando joined me, handing over a thick A4 brown envelope.

“Your lawyer asked me to hand these to you.”

“What are they?”

“Comunione dei Beni, Carla. A Community of Assets registration form for you and your husband to sign after you are married.”

“Good.”

“I read the document, my dear. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. There is nothing written there you don’t already know about both of us.”

He looked sceptical and wagged a finger knowingly. I knew why and laughed, tossing my head, ready to rebuff Orlando’s protest.

“This is not what Gianni wanted, Carla.”

“I know, but this is what’s happening.”

“Your fiancé was quite clear when he instructed the lawyers that everything can be considered a shared community asset between you and him, except Carne, which should always remain yours.”

“That’s not equal.”

“Your man wants to be a provider, and it is important to him that your dream remains yours alone.”

“I could say the same about this vineyard; yet, Gianni wants to share his portion with me.”

“He is a man.”

“I had noticed… in the bedroom, particularly.”

“Please don’t mock me, Carla.”

“I want Gianni to be a king of kings, and I will worship him in my way. I also want him to own Carne with me… and you and your brother too.”

“I have no issue being Gianni’s business partner - I welcome it, and incidentally, he is a perfect fit given his expertise, but I am pointing out that his wish was not to own any part of Carne, and you have overruled him.”

“Yes… Sorry about that.”

“And you did it without consultation.”

“Gianni’s happiness is as important to me as mine is to him. I want my husband to feel part of my life - every part of my life. It doesn’t suit me that when he walks into Carne, he thinks of it as mine, not his. It will grind on me every day of my life.”

“Okay, okay… I cannot dissuade you, but please… tell Gianni before you marry him tomorrow.”

“I will.”

I knew my interjection in our Comunione dei Beni to share everything would irk Gianni. He was giving far more to our shared asset pile than I was. My fiancé was already wealthy, with at least two million euros banked, a beautiful home with ten private acres, and his share of the entire vineyard and winery. In contrast, I had a couple of hundred grand in the bank, a house in New York, a Venetian restaurant still to be opened, and a share in Trattoria Judy.

I wouldn’t count Vagabond as my asset since, at my request and Orlando’s agreement, Sarah had incorporated it into trust-managed ownership, and I was the unpaid principal. Once Orlando was paid for the old shoemaker’s factory, the building would belong to the homeless people of Venice in perpetuity.

I dropped by Gianni’s kitchen and found Mario preparing meat with Maria, our shared butcher. She looked thrilled to see me and hugged me tightly.

“I am so happy for you, Carla.”

“Is Salvatore here?”

“Yes… he is outside talking with your fiancé about this non-alcohol policy for this evening’s pre-wedding party.”

“He can drink if he wishes, we just feel it would be nice if everyone were sober attending tomorrow’s church service.”

“He will not drink, Carla. Salvatore just wants to complain a little.”

“How are you two?”

“Engaged to be married.”

Maria held out a blood-soaked hand from the beef she’d been butchering. On her wedding finger was a beautiful ring, a solitaire diamond that sparkled amid the gore of her work. I inspected the gorgeous ring, marveling at how she could wear it while working - I wouldn’t dare do the same, but her smile said it all. My friend was marrying her sweetheart, and only that mattered.

When Gianni walked into his home, I watched him approach the front door. His face lit up the moment he saw me. His face was unmistakably saturated with love, a beaming smile signifying his utter devotion. A bright sparkle in his eyes promised a lifetime of fidelity, and his quickened pace on seeing me affirmed that the man couldn’t wait to hold me.

Gianni hugged me until I couldn’t breathe, then he let go.

“I saw you twenty minutes ago.”

“I can’t wait to make you my wife, Carla.”

“We are less than twenty-four hours away from the moment.”

“Do you feel nervous?”

“Not about marrying you… not in the slightest.”

“But you are nervous about something?”

“Yes.”

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“Take a look and please don’t be angry.”

I handed Gianni the brown envelope Orlando gave me. He stared at it, then looked at me inquiringly.

“Divorce papers already?”

“Don’t be silly. Open and read, please.”

He slid the document bundle out of the envelope and began reading intently.

“This is our community asset list.”

“Yes.”

“It includes Carne.”

“Yes.”

“I asked for our Comunione dei Beni not to include Carne. Your independence is important.”

“I have all the independence I need with you right beside me.”

“As are you with me, but-”

“No buts, Gianni. When we are old, gray-haired, and have grandchildren crawling around our feet at Carne, here or anywhere, I don’t want to feel there is anything about me that isn’t also all about you.”

“Is this about wanting to match me for asset value?”

“You know I can’t do that, Gianni.”

“As an investment, you are worth ten times what I am now, Carla. Francine and Orlando wish to invest in you, not me, your sister, or Luca… just you.”

“I will only explore opportunities with you as my life and business partner.”

Gianni stared at me, looking mildly exasperated, but I held his gaze with my most determined look. Carne was important to me, not because it had monetary value—it didn’t, at least not yet—but I loved the restaurant because it was a manifestation of my life and the journey I had made with my parents and now Gianni. This wasn’t about me trying to match the value my future husband shared in our community assets, to be owned by us rather than him; it was about doing what was right from the moment we said: I do.

I wasn’t budging, and Gianni knew it.

“This is important to you, Carla?”

“As important to me as it is for you to share all you have with me.”

“Then we will sign this document tomorrow after we are married.”

“Thank you, Gianni. We are together forever, sweetheart.”

“In all things it seems.”

I breathed an enormous sigh of relief. My future husband accepted the last important condition we had wrangled over for weeks. Gianni staked his argument on my future potential net value being greater than his, whereas I believed that was nebulous, highly subjective, and subject to change like the wind, especially with a turn in any economy.

It felt important to me that we absolutely joined together.

“We will fight at times, Carla. All couples do.”

“Yes, and we will compromise, kiss and make up, then move forward together. There is no gap between us, Gianni.”

“Thank you, my dear.”

“Shall we join our pre-wedding party?”

“I think we must.”

At our pre-wedding party, very little alcohol was served aside from meeting the needs of die-hard drinkers. Instead, we offered herbal and fruit spritzers with non-alcoholic wine, fizzy, flavored waters, fruit infusions, coffee, and teas of all kinds.

We wanted the children to enjoy our party and the adults to be fit to enjoy our morning celebrations.

Our feast was a giant roast pig on a spit sizzling over a massive charcoal pit for eight hours. The porcine treat was stuffed like a porchetta and basted every ten minutes with olive oil and herbs by Mario, with skin so golden and crackled that the sight and smell made my mouth water. We had opted for a peasants’ celebration, which Gianni’s ancestors would have enjoyed on such an occasion.

The sun set slowly, and a giant moon engulfed our valley, shining beautifully on our home and the almost three hundred well-wishers who came. Most stood or sat outside the marquee, big enough for the dance floor and disco and about fifty revelers.

With no sides on it, the marquee was a focal point where people meandered to and from to spend a few minutes with Gianni and me.

A local traditional band played half-hour sets between the disco taking over while they rested. On a wooden dance floor, under canvas and a bright moonlight, I danced with boys aged four years and upwards, while Gianni danced with the girls. A line formed at each end of the marquee of those wishing to dance with us, and we became their sole entertainment for more than an hour, until we were exhausted, my feet ached, and we fell into each other’s arms, giggling wrecks.

We danced together at midnight, spanning the day before and day of our wedding, and Gianni took my breath away. He held me firmly, yet I could not feel his fingers around my waist. He stepped beautifully, leading me around the highly polished wooden dance floor that even a ballerina could not have been lighter or more graceful.

As I stared deeply into his eyes, my beloved looked like my version of heaven.

Candles were lit around the marquee, and people swayed in time with the music as I danced with my betrothed, feeling happier than at any moment in my life.

People cheered when we kissed at the end of our dance, and my heart pounded. I was excited, and I felt desperate to be Gianni’s wife.

Gianni’s lips parted slowly, reluctantly from mine, and he smiled.

“We are in a moment, Carla?”

“We were made for this, Gianni. Our family, friends, our home, our food, our way.”

“Not drinking alcohol was a good idea.”

“Nothing can spoil tomorrow.”

“Nothing will spoil a single day in your life, my love. I promise you.”


Chapter Five

The Eve Before Our Wedding

◆◆◆

Gianni and I left our party when it was in full swing. We were exhausted, having danced for hours with the children. The marquee would be tidied in the morning and become our celebration dome again, so it was time for Gianni and me to rest, prepare mentally for our wedding day, and spend some quiet time together.

Having quiet time wasn’t going to happen. As we reached the front door to Gianni’s home, dozens of revelers sprinted from the marquee, cheering and shouting, converging on us. Bella, Viola, Gabriella, Sam, Mom, Sarah, and Margarita dragged me closer to Gianni’s front door, while Luca, all our chefs, including Mario with Orlando, hauled my groom onto a small cart pulled by a pair of donkeys.

As he was pulled away from me, Gianni grinned from between straw bales, saluted, then waved as his carriage disappeared into the darkness.

Viola stared at me, grinning broadly, her expression a collage of mischief.

“What’s going on, Viola?”

“You cannot sleep with your fiancé on your wedding night, dear sister. The ladies will stay at your new home.”

“Where is Gianni going then?”

“The men have commandeered my house for the evening. God knows what mess they will leave. The next time you see your man, it will be to walk down the aisle when you take him as your husband.”

“Oh my… I wasn’t expecting this.”

I felt excited knowing I wouldn’t see Gianni until moments before we were pronounced husband and wife. Each minute that passed brought my marital dream closer, and now, it was the next event in my life involving my fiancé.

My heart pounded like a cheetah running down prey on the Savannah. I felt oddly panicked, not in a ‘cold feet’ way, but a ‘you’d better not make a mistake tomorrow’ way.

I sat on a living room sofa while my family and friends buzzed around excitedly. I was eventually handed a light spritzer with a thimble of alcohol to flavor the soda water. My ladies-in-waiting, all bridesmaids, had brought me gifts, each a crucial memory shared between me and them on my last night as a single woman.

Viola handed me a handmade vinewood lamp of such astonishing beauty that I could scarcely believe it. A highly polished ebony base had an inlaid brass plaque that read,

A prayer to the light, Carla. May you always find your way safely home to where this vine grew.

Two solid vine wood branches rose from the base, their tendrils twisting upward as if begging for light.

“I love it, Viola. Thank you.”

“The vine has been sandblasted twice, and all its recesses were meticulously debarked so that every shade of the wood can be seen. A copper tube was used to cover the wire and leave the wood intact.”

“And the vine comes from here?”

“Your husband… sorry, your fiancé planted this vine as part of a five-acre plot when he was a boy. I think Gianni was fifteen years old. I uprooted and sent the whole vine to a fine artisan with my ideas for a lamp design.”

“It is stunning.”

“I am pleased you like it.”

It was an heirloom, and I loved it.

Sam and Margarita gave me a large framed watercolor painted montage using several photo images of all my family and friends, with me in the center. In the top left corner, we stood outside the shoemaker’s factory the day it became Carne, only to be renamed Vagabond within a month. Another image in the top right of the collage was me and Luca, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders in our Trattoria Bella kitchen, then, bottom left, there was Mom, Bella, Sam, Margarita and me at the Cafe, and finally, bottom right, I stood proudly outside the new Carne holding my fiance tightly, kissing him.

I cried, overwhelmed by the thought my friends put into the fine gifts they gave me.

Bella and my mother went together, handing me a large painting wrapped in brown paper. When I opened it, I wept joyously.

“It’s all of us together.”

“Yes, my sweet daughter. Bella and I wanted us all to be together at least once.”

“Our Dad looks so handsome.”

“Jack was a handsome man, darling, part of the reason why you and Bella are so beautiful.”

It was a stunning oil painting of everyone with Jack Keady at the center wearing chef’s whites. I stood to his right, Bella to his left, and we both held Dad’s hand with our mothers standing beside us. We all smiled proudly, and even though each photograph had been taken separately and at vastly different moments in time, the artist made it look like we belonged together, seamlessly spanning the ages to bring us together.

I kissed and hugged Mom and Bella.

“I can’t believe this! I am so happy.”

I buried my face in my mother’s chest, sobbing, while she and Bella hugged me. I couldn’t imagine not having the gifts given to me for the rest of my life, and I immediately worried about how I would care for them and keep them safe.

Sarah was last, handing me a beautifully carved wooden box that was the size of a six-bottle wine crate. I assumed it must contain wine, but it didn’t.

I lifted the most stunning blown Murano glass sculpture, crafted in vivid, abstract colors: red, aquamarine, pink, black, and many more. It was a funky, beautiful building I knew very well. I glanced at Sarah, my bottom lip trembling, more tears welling in my eyes before rolling down my cheeks.

“It’s the front of Vagabond.”

“Yes, it is. Your friends and I got our heads together and commissioned a one-off piece at the Vecchia Murano.”

“The factory near Carne?”

“Yes. They were thrilled to know you are getting married and so pleased to do this piece.”

“It’s amazing, Sarah.”

There was another plaque, this time glued to the base.

To our Patroness, Carla Romano, from your Vagabonds. You rescued us, and we love you.

I clasped a hand over my mouth and squealed excitedly for joy, but was also overcome by the sincerity of my closest family and friends. I sat back, stared at the wonderful gifts, and bit my bottom lip, shaking my head in disbelief.

We talked for hours, past midnight, when I decided it was time to sleep. I left my friends and family with more hugs and went to bed, checking my phone messages after showering.

Dearest Carla,

I wanted to let you know how much I love you. I love you not only for who you are, but for who you inspire me to be. On the eve of our wedding, I lie alone, knowing my life will never be like this again. I am happy to embrace the changes tomorrow, thrilled and fortunate to be your husband.

I wish you joy, love, and happiness on our wedding day and as we begin our new life together.

Forever Yours, Gianni.

I wanted to call Gianni to thank him for his love, but instead, I messaged him back.

My Sweetheart,

The day that seemed like a fantasy in a far-off place finally arrived, and...we’re getting married. I’ve been taking slow, long breaths all evening, taking it all in, trying to slow every moment, to notice every detail like what the air smells and feels like, what you wore, how you looked, what music is playing, what people are saying, what the hills, forest, vines, and our home feel like.

I want every detail of today and tomorrow to be ingrained in my spirit and for you to be locked in my heart, as I will be in yours.

Until tomorrow, sweet Gianni, sleep peacefully, my King.

I love you with all of my heart,

Carla.

He read it immediately and returned a giant smiling emoji, followed by a kiss.

I lay in my bed, feeling lonely, but thrilled that this was one night of sacrifice for a lifetime of happiness with the man of my dreams.

When I woke in the morning, I would become a married woman.


Chapter Six

The Bells Are Ringing

◆◆◆

I woke to incredibly harmonious birdsong. Finches, sparrows, and tits of all kinds had congregated around a feeder dangling from a chestnut tree outside, and they sang to me. I rose onto my elbows and looked out, seeing them clearly at my level. They were gossiping and exchanging information while glancing at me.

I thought perhaps they discussed the strange goings on at the chapel in the forest.

Our chapel. Mine and Gianni’s.

While listening to their excited chatter, I slumped back onto the mattress and smiled at the bedroom ceiling, a clear, white canvas on which I could paint my life story with Gianni. I’d slept in his bedroom on the eve before our wedding, in the bed he’d slept in as a boy, surrounded by his and our things and the personal gifts my bridesmaids gave me the night before.

I imagined my true love, dressed in traditional wedding attire as his forebears would have on their great day, and I stared at my peasant girl dress hanging up on a closet door. It seemed fitting to be married in a simple dress to a man who only wanted the girl inside it.

A light tapping at the door drew my attention.

“Come in.”

“Good morning, sweetheart.”

“Hi Mom.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Excited.”

“What would you like for breakfast?”

Mom crossed the bedroom floor with a smile splitting her face from ear to ear to kiss and hug me. I rolled out of bed and giggled, for no good reason other than feeling joyful and effervescent. The day already felt like the best in my whole life.

I shook my head and twitched my nose in disapproval.

“I’m not hungry, Mom. I don’t want to walk down the aisle feeling bloated.”

“You’ll eat now or faint later, Carla. You choose which.”

“Okay, maybe one croissant and coffee.”

“Oats, honey. Porridge, to be precise. It will give you energy until after the ceremony.”

“Okay, Mom.”

I showered and washed my hair before wearing a simple linen gown to join my family and friends. At least twelve girls, including a few locals I didn’t recognize, were sprawled between the kitchen and lounge, eating lightly, drinking coffee, and lemon-infused water while gossiping like the birds outside.

Garments were hung everywhere, shoes were laid out in rows near the door, and bags, accessories, and other pre-wedding organizational paraphernalia were strewn over tables, chairs, and the floor. With all those hairdryers and curling tongs on the go in an hour, I wondered whether the house electrical system could handle it.

As I entered the room, they applauded, wolf-whistled, and cheered. Mom handed me a bowl of milky porridge and had me sit at the breakfast bar beside my sister and Viola.

Then the girly fuss began.

A girl from the village started by inspecting my hair. I gathered she was an excellent hairdresser, trained at the TONI&GUY London Academy. She’d married a local wine grower and settled a mile away, satisfied to do hair for local ladies and gents aged one month to a hundred years old.

She smiled with such friendliness, I didn’t mind that she ran her fingers through my damp hair while I ate porridge sweetened with honey.

I pointed at the bowl appreciatively, nodding at Viola.

“This is Gianni’s honey, right?”

She clasped her hands together, and with a sweet smile, Viola made fun.

“Oh yes, Carla. This honey was made by bees Gianni personally handpicked and fed sugar water. He built the hive with loving hands, chopping the logs and making planks beforehand.”

I roared with laughter, as did Viola. Everyone else followed, and my soon-to-be sister-in-law leaned between our kitchen stools and hugged me.

“Don’t worry, Carla, it wears off.”

“Do you mean my love for Gianni?”

“Nope… my dry humor.”

“I hope not.”

I spent hours preparing. A manicure followed by a pedicure left me with beautiful baby blue nails that rendered my fingers useless. I thought it might have been a ploy by my handmaidens to ensure I could cause no mischief.

My hair was beautifully embroidered into a single French braid, and only makeup was left to do when a knock at the front door prompted excited screams and yells. Bella went to look and see who it was. When she returned with a basket of flowers, I cried.

“It’s Gianni. He brought a bunch of wildflowers picked from around the chapel. He also picked daisies for your hair if you like them.”

I stared at the flowers; glad I hadn’t started doing my makeup. Tears rolled down my cheeks, and two girls used tissues to gather them. One grinned mischievously at me.

“Shall I preserve your tears for Gianni in a Ziploc bag?”

“Don’t be funny… but, could you? Is that something…”

“If you wish. It is your day, Carla.”

“Then yes, keep the tissues, please.”

My hairdresser held a flower hair vine to dress my perfect French braid. It was designed with artificial flowers, leaves, crystals, and pearl beads. It was beautiful and I’d bought it weeks ago, but when I glanced in the wicker basket at the daisies smiling at me, each with Gianni’s face in the center, it was a no-brainer, and I shook my head.

“I’ll have the daisies, please.”

“Of course. They will be nicer and mean much more.”

“Can you believe Gianni picked those flowers for me this morning?”

“You are marrying an incredible man.”

While my makeup was being done, I heard busloads of people arriving outside. They transferred to horse-drawn carts, tractor-towed hunting carriages, or they walked, heading for the chapel Gianni had lovingly restored. I was forbidden to hear any news about my groom’s progress, such as when he walked with his groomsmen to the clearing, because my handmaidens didn’t want my makeup smudged by more tears.

When I stared in a full-length mirror, I looked precisely as I’d hoped, a girl, with only the love of a boy on her mind. My simple style looked pure, unadorned by brash, expensive jewelry. As I stood there, Mom came from behind and fastened a solitaire diamond gold necklace around my neck that finished me perfectly.

“Daddy gave me this.”

“On your sixteenth birthday. Don’t cry, Carla, please. You look like a princess.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

Outside, we had a special air-conditioned minivan with all-terrain tires. It was a last-minute provision insisted upon by Gianni, who didn’t want me to perspire while walking to the chapel. All twelve handmaidens fit inside, and we set off a wobbling, chattering, giggling carnival.

My journey to becoming a wife was in its final stage. Nerves struck me hard, but only for my performance, not through any last-minute second thoughts. Gianni would be the only man to ever make love to me, but that was nothing new, since I had been exclusively his for more than a year.

After ten minutes, we arrived at our rendezvous. The trail became too narrow for any vehicles, so we dismounted. A few girls went ahead to join the crowd waiting, but my bridesmaids stayed to lead me down the narrow, grassy path Gianni had made using freshly dug turf.

It was a perfect carpet of green, leading me to a tiny clearing where the sun shone on me. Luca, the brother-in-law I loved dearly, was there waiting, looking princely. He kissed his wife, who left with the other bridesmaids to take up position at the altar.

Luca stared at me, his eyes twinkling.

“You look amazing, Carla.”

“Thank you… So do you.”

“I see you wore the flowers Gianni picked this morning.”

“How is he?”

My voice squeaked, high-pitched and excited, as Luca smiled calmly, just what I needed at that moment.

“Your groom is well, but nervous.”

“Not having second thoughts, is he?”

“Oh, not a chance in hell, Carla. I’ve never seen a more willing groom.”

“Good.”

“Shall we go to Gianni?”

“Yes, please.”

“We have a fifty-meter walk to the edge of the main clearing, then another thirty to the chapel door. You’ll see all the way through the chapel to the altar and Gianni as soon as we enter the clearing.”

“Oh my.”

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“More than okay. Thank you, Luca.”

“Why are you thanking me?”

“For being my friend.”

“It is my pleasure to have your friendship, my dear.”

I linked my arm through Luca’s and set off on my final journey as a single woman. My mind was clear of all thoughts except Gianni, whose beauty and soul echoed through me like wonderous, heavenly music. I heard his whisper, saw his face, then, when I broke into the clearing, I saw my beloved standing beside the altar, his face exploding with love.

I gripped Luca’s arm more tightly, as if I might fall into a chasm if he didn’t hold me up.

“His eyes are sparkling, Luca.”

“Gianni loves you.”

“He really does.”

Hundreds of people formed a four-deep circle around the clearing while others sat inside the beautiful stone chapel, craning their necks to see me. Everyone looked so happy: even the crying women, the men nodding and smiling their approval, and the children dancing playfully in the sun.

Our chapel looked unbelievable. Enchanted and fully restored to its former glory, my groom had laid every stone block, roof beam, and slate. It looked like a fairytale, especially since the area around the chapel was a festival of blooms, planted by my dear, sweet Gianni.

Daisies and buttercups grew everywhere, through the grass Gianni had laid to make the setting Disney-esque, like a place where Bambi might play with friends, or Cinderella might escape for a break away from her sisters.

“I love this, Luca. Gianni worked so hard.”

“He did. And your groom refused all help, even to pick flowers this morning.”

“God, I love that man so much.”

“Join him at the altar and finish this, Carla.”

“Yes… We must.”

A trumpeter and three violinists struck a chord, Mendelssohn's Wedding March. The tune gripped my heart joyously.

As I strolled toward my marital dream, my heart pounded louder and harder with every step. Gianni looked cute and enthralled with me, his eyes never blinking or averting from my gaze. When I reached him, he held out a hand and smiled.

“I love you, Carla.”

“I love you, too, Gianni.”

We stood side by side, holding hands while the priest said a few Latin words. Then, he led our congregation into song. I had chosen ‘All Things Bright And Beautiful’ for the first of our hymns, and the gathered throng belted it out so beautifully that a single tear welled in the corner of my right eye.

Gianni noticed my emotional state and handed me a white cotton, pink embroidered handkerchief.
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“Thank you. You thought of everything.”

“I will always try.”

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”

The priest interrupted our moment out of necessity. He spoke in English, and while I saw his lips move, the meaning of his words bounced off me while I focused on listening for the triggers that prompted me to say something.

The priest nodded at Gianni and smiled.

“Would you like to go first with your vows, Gianni?”

“Yes.”

We turned to face each other. Gianni smiled and took his time, not in the slightest bit panicked.

“Carla.”

“Yes, Gianni?”

A few giggles, including mine, were heard. My groom smiled and winked.

“Carla. I vow always to be your protector and confidante, ensuring your every need is met, every want is reached, and every dream is realized. It's said that he who finds a wife, finds a good thing and obtains favor from God. From this life we have built to get to this moment, this significant moment in our life, looking into your beautiful eyes, I vow to always be your good thing, with love in my heart, always by your side, to my last breath. I love, respect, and will always honor you.”

“Oh my, Gianni… that is so beautiful. Thank you.”

His beautiful words captivated me so much that I ran them through in my head, loving every syllable. He was a romantic man, a real Italian lover, trustworthy, honest, and kind. When the priest coughed. I clasped my chest and laughed.

“My turn… sorry.”

Everyone laughed as I cleared my throat. Like Gianni, I didn’t need a note to read from. My vows were tattooed across my heart.

“Gianni. I vow in the presence of our family and friends that I choose you and promise to choose you as my husband every day we wake. I will love you in word and deed. I will laugh with you, cry with you, scream with you, grow with you, and always and only ever be with you. To be your kin and wife in all of life's adventures is all I could hope for. Loving what I know of you and trusting what I don't yet know, I give you my hand. I give you my love. I give you my heart and my whole self - the good, the bad, and the yet to come.”

“Oh, Carla, I love it.”

The Priest began his final speech.

“Gianni Romano, do you take Carla Keady as your lawful wedded wife, to live in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you honor, love, comfort, and cherish her from this day forward, forsaking all others, keeping only unto her for as long as you both shall live?”

“I most certainly do.”

“Carla Keady, do you take Gianni Romano as your lawful wedded husband, to live in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you honor, love, comfort, and cherish him from this day forward, forsaking all others, keeping only unto him for as long as you both shall live?”

“I do. A thousand times, I do.”

“By the power vested in me, I pronounce you husband and wife. Gianni, you may kiss the bride.”

I faced my husband and stared at him in disbelief. As if by magic, I was a wife, and Gianni was my husband. I licked my lips, praying they were moist and receptive to his kiss.

My husband leaned forward, smiling, his bottom lip trembling as he closed in to do what he’d done a thousand times before, but never as my husband. I stepped forward, wrapped both my arms around his neck, and, to an immense cheer, I kissed him fully on the lips.

Gianni melted into my arms, whispering in my ear.

“I am the happiest man alive, Carla Romano.”

“I will make sure you will always be this happy. Thank you for every detail you took care of. This is a memory that will never fade.”

“It was my pleasure.”

“I love you, my husband.”

“I love you too, darling wife.”


Chapter Seven

Marriage, Family & Friends

◆◆◆

When we stepped out of the chapel, an immense cheer went up around the clearing. Gianni and I strode into the center of a large grassed area, hand in hand, while the official photographer and everyone with a phone took hundreds, if not thousands, of photographs and video footage.

I was thrilled but taken aback by the intensity of well-wishing, friendship, and love around us.

We spent half an hour thanking people for their efforts in getting to the chapel before many began peeling off to return to Gianni’s home. Those who lingered were ushered onto horse-drawn carts or hunting carriages or given directions on returning to their accommodation or joining our reception later.

Once the clearing was empty of all except the wedding party, we were arranged for photographs and some video footage. The photographer had us in, on, and around the stone chapel. He made excellent use of the woods, floral bonanzas around the clearing, and stump-like logs Gianni had cut when renovating our chapel. We stood on those at varying heights, one-legged, or in a side-on pose that created abstract and comic images.

An hour later, the photographer was done, and two minivans, one towing a hunting carriage, returned us to Gianni’s house, leaving us with a few spare hours until our reception began.

We made love, of course. No sooner did we reach the bedroom that I’d slept in the evening before, Gianni kicked off his clothes, exposing the breathtaking man and his thick, long solid cock to which I was now wed. I kneeled before him in my wedding dress, looking as virginal as any bride wearing white does.

When I gripped Gianni’s cock and stared up, wide-eyed, an innocent smile adorning my joyful face, he frowned and groaned.

“You are too beautiful even for a poet to describe, Carla Romano.”

“It’s my wedding dress that turns you on, baby.”

“No… my bride arouses me always, dressed in rags, finery, or naked.”

We hadn’t completely abstained from sex in the days leading up to our wedding but agreed only to wank one another off. I’d missed sucking my husband’s cock for a few days, and now, as I wrapped my lips around the solid, sharp rim of his circumcision, my pussy groaned, begging to be filled.

Gianni’s precum was a salty feast, thick, sticky and with more leaking constantly from the tiny slit atop his bulging cock head. While he cradled it, my head bobbed up and down my husband’s cock until the smooth, slick glans crammed down my throat, choking me.

“I’ll cum too soon of you keep going like this, Carla.”

“We can’t have that, darling.”

I paused, staring up again into my husband’s loving face. It was hard to believe that in one moment, I was single, and the next, I was married. Being off birth control was another major life gateway because I could be pregnant in a matter of weeks. Our lives would never be the same.

When Gianni calmed, I licked and sucked his cock, less fervently, but no less lovingly. He lasted ages, leaking copious precum that I gobbled down until he groaned loudly and squirted his seed through a throbbing, twitching cock, filling my mouth. I could have hitched up my dress and ridden my husband’s cock to milk his seed right then and there, but we had plenty of time to enjoy each other, and besides, doing something for him made me happy.

I collected Gianni’s salty load, ensuring it reached all the soft tissue linings inside my mouth. When his last drop of seed was decanted, I released his cock with a lewd popping sound and stared up. Wearing a demure, innocent expression, I opened my mouth and showed my husband his sticky, creamy mess coating my tongue. When his face exploded in desire, I giggled, closed my mouth, swallowed, sucked the residue of his cum from all corners of my mouth, swallowed again and opened my mouth.

“All clean until next time, sweet husband.”

“I took a pill, Carla.”

“Wow… when?”

“When the photographer finished taking pictures. About half an hour ago.”

“My my, you are a naughty boy, Gianni.”

“I want to make love to my wife.”

“It’ll take me ten minutes to undress and fold everything to keep it safe, so you should rest.”

I preserved my dress in a small wooden box once used to store and present expensive wine to honored guests. The paraphernalia of my outfit, including shoes, a blue garter, and a few other bits and pieces, fitted neatly in a cloth bag that went inside the same box. One by one, I carefully removed the daisies Gianni had picked and delivered from my hair. They packed into an estate-branded envelope that I tucked down the side of the box.

Then I closed the box of memories I would keep forever. I would add my lingerie tomorrow after laundering it, especially now, since my panties were soaking wet.

When I turned around from the dressing table, Gianni smiled from where he’d watched the scene. He lay on our bed, beautifully naked, an erection good enough for me to fuck for an hour pointing towards the ceiling. I slipped off my panties and bra, skipped to my gorgeous Italian bull, and straddled his cock, sinking my sticky, wet, throbbing, tight pussy down it.

My husband’s loving, damp eyes and the softness in his expression almost made me cum when his cock bottomed out deep inside, stretching my pussy wide.

“If only I could be pregnant after this moment, Gianni.”

“I wish for it too. Is it impossible?”

“I don’t think so, honey. Perhaps after my next period, but let’s see.”

I ground my solid, creamy clitoris into Gianni’s pubic bush while staring deep into his eyes. His cock stretched my pussy wide, his heart and soul similarly filled mine as I soaked in the only man I ever wanted to sleep with for the rest of my life.

I’d read of girls getting pregnant as soon as they came off birth control, and I knew there was a chance, especially with my ovulation being two days away, but it was wishful thinking that I dismissed, preferring to enjoy our loving moment.

I rode Gianni’s cock hard, planting my feet either side of his torso, using my palms cupping his raised knees and his firm grip around my waist to haul my pussy up and down his immense, throbbing cock. As each stroke slid deep inside my dripping wet hole, I stretched wider. My pussy molded to my husband’s cock size and shape as I writhed and wriggled gleefully on it, moaning so loudly, I didn’t doubt our friends could hear.

I leaned forward, placed my palms on Gianni’s thick-haired, solid chest, and stared deep into his eyes.

“I’m gonna fuck you hard and fast honey. I need your cum inside me.”

“Please take what is yours.”

I took control of the pace we fucked at, sliding my cream-soaked pussy up and down a cock that was increasingly richly lathered. The slick sound of my rapid motions turned me on even more, and I rode Gianni harder, to the point my quadriceps burned and almost cramped.

I screamed in utter ecstasy.

When Gianni squirted his seed deep inside me, I came too, gripping his shaft with every ounce of pressure I could muster from my pelvic floor, milking him. A hot ocean of cum flooded deep inside me and I imagined the tiny swimmers hunting down an egg that may not be entirely protected.

As I took my husband’s seed, I stared lovingly into his face.

“Oh god, I love you so much, Gianni.”

As I slumped onto him exhausted, Gianni mumbled that he loved me, too. He moaned and purred in my ear, more delighted than any kitten cuddling close to its mother.

As I drifted to sleep snuggled tightly into my husband, his cock was still inside me, his semen exploring and I couldn’t ever remember being so happy.

I woke to a mild jolt, possibly when Gianni carefully slid out from underneath me, heading for the bathroom. Our bedroom was bright, so I knew I wasn’t late. I glanced toward the bathroom and heard the shower running, so I rolled out of bed, covered my hair with a pink double-layer shower cap with white bunny rabbits prancing around on white puffy clouds, and strolled in to join him.

He pointed at my cap and laughed.

“I can’t rewash my hair for this evening, and I love this French braid so much.”

“I should get myself one.”

“They have men’s designs and sizes too.”

“Oh dear… I was joking.”

Gianni rubbed a bar of purple lavender soap into a natural sponge and began washing me as if he were an Egyptian Queen’s handmaiden. His soft, gentle touch seared into my skin wherever he touched me, relaxing my whole body.

I craned my neck and stared at my husband, feeling a flicker of concern. A matter had bothered me a little for days, and now was the moment to air it.

“We never discussed a honeymoon, Gianni.”

“I know… I am sorry. We should go away somewhere.”

“It’s a busy time, though. I must open Carne, you have a harvest coming here in two months. Can we afford the time off?”

“That’s why I procrastinated, Carla.”

“Me too.”

“I feel like I’ve let you down in that regard.”

I turned to face my husband and drew him closer, enjoying his warmth against me. I eyed him with a seductive, loving stare not in the least like a woman who’d already made love and was still deeply satisfied.

“You have never let me down, Gianni. Besides, it is as much my fault as yours. I’ve been thinking about Francine and Orlando’s offer of investor support.”

“Me too.”

“Are we being too ambitious?”

“I don’t think so. Everyone has a moment in their life when everything clicks into place; some lucky ones have more than one moment. It is important not to pass up an opportunity when it knocks on the door, because if we do, it may never return.”

“The others must be on board with the partnership, too.”

“Before formally asking everyone to join your venture, discussing the matter with Francine and Orlando is best.”

“It’s our venture, honey. Not mine.”

“I know.”

“Will you be upset if we discuss this tomorrow morning with both of them, Gianni?”

“I think it’s a good idea. After we speak with them, we can stay here for a couple of days after everyone leaves and discuss our future before returning to Venice.”

“Perfect.”

I wore a beautiful, figure-hugging, bold, brilliant white knee-length dress for our evening function. I felt thrilled as we strolled hand in hand in the twilight through a passage of flame torches and lit braziers toward a giant marquee and outside area that was a throng of people.

When they saw us, everyone cheered, whistled, and chanted our names as though we had single-handedly won the soccer World Cup for Italy. Our family and friends swept us into a festival of love, kisses, hugs, and the purest smiles of joy any bride could hope for.

I was separated from Gianni, pulled to the opposite end of the dance floor, but it was okay, because I knew why. The DJ stopped our music, and the crowd hushed.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, please welcome for their first dance as a married couple, Mr. and Mrs. Romano.”

The crowd gawped expectantly at us, but I only had eyes for my beloved. I stared across the dancefloor, enjoying Gianni’s confident, loving smile and the sparkling eyes of a man who only saw me.

We had chosen ‘Let’s Stay Together’, a Tina Turner hit that was a little more upbeat than the Al Green original version. Margarita and Sam, both excellent dancers, had helped Gianni perfect his moves, but I needed no help, having practiced this dance for ten years.

A few chords for limbering up were followed by Tina Turner’s voice, the pure embodiment of raw power and emotion. Her signature raspy, soulful tone and incredible vocal range made my body tingle as I advanced on Gianni.

“Let me say since…

Since we’ve been together…

Ohhh, loving you forever, is all I need.”

I danced slowly toward him while my husband waited. We soaked in every word of the song that spoke to our love.

“Let me be the one you come running to…

I’ll never be untrue…”

I ran the final few steps to the crowd’s delight, reaching Gianni’s embrace. We both grinned, and I enjoyed his shocked expression.

“You are an amazing dancer.”

“You’ll lead as we discussed, Gianni.”

We paused, swaying in Tina Turner’s beautiful voice, two hearts forever one. Then, when Tina belted out her song, Gianni swept me away.

Oh baby, let’s, let’s stay together…

Loving you whether, whether…

Times are good or bad, happy or sad.”

Gianni was amazing, completely taking my breath away. In time with Tina’s words, he gazed into my eyes and spoke loud enough for me to hear.

“I’m so in love with you, Carla.”

A tear of happiness rolled down my cheek as I followed the next line in time with Tina.

“Whatever you want to do is alright with me, Gianni.”

My husband smiled and we sped up, moving around the dance floor at a blistering pace, swing dancing one length, dancing as though we’d melted together down the other. The dance floor flooded when the song ended, and a raucous cheer reached the heavens.

I held on to my husband when he dragged me outside, where Luca and Bella waited. My sister held my hands, tears filling her eyes, then she leaned in and kissed both my cheeks.

“I had to watch from outside, Carla. I am sorry. You were both amazing.”

“I understand. You can’t risk being stumbled into.”

“No… There is not long to wait now.”

“Thank you for everything, sweet sister.”

“Let me show you what your chefs and friends have prepared to feed everyone.”

Bella led us to the buffet, an immense gravel area outside one of our wine warehouses. The prefabricated open-fronted building was transformed inside and out, with wooden tables and benches seating up to four hundred people. Pinned to the ceiling were baby blue silk parachutes that draped down beautifully, like a sky that replaced the ugly fabricated panels.

I was shocked, and Bella smiled.

“Mario borrowed a field dining hall and parachutes from a Regiment of Alpine Infantry. He even dyed the white parachutes baby blue - I swear that man can do anything.”

“I love it. It’s so beautiful.”

All the chefs in my life, Mario, Noah, Angelo, and others, stood smartly in their Chef Whites behind immense Barbeque grills, a mountain of raw food waiting to be cooked piled high nearby. Lobster, crabs, giant shrimp in shells, and seafood of all kinds waited for diners’ orders. A fire pit the size of a car was a mass of burning wood and charcoal embers, with whole sides of beef and pork standing upright in a circle around it, each threaded with a four-foot-long iron cross that was hammered into the ground.

Sebastien was among the carnage of that fire pit, grinning through a blackened face. He looked like he’d been through a war. His whites were charred black and burnt in some places as he rotated the enormous slabs of meat to face the heat of his fire pit. It was an authentic Argentine BBQ, and when I tasted his marinade, I knew my favorite young apprentice had doused it with salmuera, an Argentine brine of hot water, coarse salt, and herbs.

Another grill nearby was only for sausages, German, French, and Spanish, to name a few. Some were mild, others so chili-stuffed they were red, oozing crimson oil that would turn to flames on the grill and then again in the diner’s stomach.

A ten-meter-long table section held every salad known to man, as many variations on how to serve cold potatoes and cabbage as any diner could imagine.

I turned to Luca, Noah, and Mario, who smiled proudly, and I cried.

“Thank you.”

“No need to thank us… Everyone here has reason to thank Carla Romano. It was our great pleasure to make a small repayment on our debt to you.”

I fell into Gianni’s arms, still crying. The beautiful food festival scene would soon be destroyed, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. When the photographer finished his work, he called someone, and moments later, the DJ invited guests to the buffet.

I led Gianni away from the crowd that soon formed around our food festival and let my friends do their best to serve and eat food sufficient for a thousand people. The moonlight caught my husband perfectly as I stood under a walnut tree overlooking our land.

I kissed Gianni and stared deeply into his eyes.

“I never want this night to end, Gianni.”

“There will be more excitement ahead, my love. Our adventure is just beginning.”


Chapter Eight

My Heart and Soul

◆◆◆

It was a bright, beautiful day, and the birds sang harmoniously. A ray of sun caught my beloved Gianni’s face perfectly as it streamed through a rooftop window in our chapel. He captivated me, owned my heart and soul. My husband’s beauty was incomparable, outside and in. He was steadfast, loyal, and a truer man than there ever was.

I was a lucky woman.

Everything about this day was perfect. The flowers inside the chapel my husband had refurbished were stunning, as were the established ones in the flower beds outside. Daisies still grew through a perfectly manicured, lush green lawn. Gianni had picked fresh ones in the morning, which were threaded into my French braid, the same style as on my wedding day.

My heart thumped, and blood surged through my temples as I stared into my sweetheart’s eyes. I was in love today as much as I had been the day we met. The priest coughed, and I giggled, unable to tear my eyes away from Gianni’s, which were as mischief-filled as they always had been.

“Gianni and Carla. You have asked to renew your marriage vows on your fortieth wedding anniversary. Therefore, in the presence of God, your family, and all of these witnesses, your friends, we are pleased to honor your request.”

The priest smiled at Gianni and me, gently placing his hand over ours. I craned my neck and looked back through rows of guests in our chapel. Our grown-up children, three daughters and two sons, their wives and husbands, and twelve of our grandchildren crowded the church, all smiling, joyfully watching our second nuptials.

I glanced further to the back rows of the chapel and saw everyone smiling lovingly, which lifted my heart and made me want to cry.

A blonde-topped head bobbed above the front pew and caught my eye. Harry, our youngest grandson, was four years old and extremely cute. He’d used his innocent smile, beauty, and unruly blonde mop of hair to ease his way past cousins, aunts, and uncles, reaching the front row of the church. He stared at me innocently, wide-eyed, waving with a beautiful smile that would melt any grandmother’s heart, as it did mine.

Harry blew me a kiss while holding my mother’s hand tightly on one side, her husband Orlando’s on the other.

Bella and Luca stood proudly in the front row, too—their four adult children, two girls and two boys, with wives and husbands, and eight grandchildren, mingling with Gianni and my family as they always had and as they always would.

We were a tribe—a dynasty, considered by many to be among the most benevolent and successful families in Italy.

“We know your commitment to each other at your wedding has been enduring. You have undoubtedly renewed it in your hearts many times together. Today, you wish to renew that commitment in words.”

“Yes.”

I looked at Gianni when he spoke, having missed what the priest said, too engrossed with my grandson. My husband squeezed my hand tightly and grinned.

“Harry is blowing you kisses, isn’t he, Carla?”

“Yes… he is. I can’t help myself. Sorry, Gianni.”

“You must tell the priest you want to commit again, sweet Carla.”

I flashed a smile at the priest and nodded energetically, much to the amusement of everyone in the chapel.

“Oh, I do.”

“I shall let Gianni take over momentarily, since it seems you listen to him rather than me.”

I smiled cutely and giggled, my nerves getting the better of me. When I stared at Gianni, I bit my bottom lip.

“Are you trying to put me off, Carla?”

“Not at all, honey. I’m ready now, sorry.”

I shot one final look at darling Harry, who grinned back and blew me one more kiss.

“Do you take me to be your lawfully wedded husband again, my dear?”

“Oh, I do, Gianni, I do, I do, I do, now and forever. What about you?”

“You must ask me properly.”

Our priest had lost control of the proceedings, but much of the verbiage was left to Gianni and me anyway. All our grandchildren weaved their way through the crowded chapel to sit around our feet, or nearby us on steps, each holding a bunch of flowers, some tugging the hem of my wedding dress, the same one I wore forty years ago to the day.

I didn’t mind an impromptu invasion and beckoned Bella and Luca’s grandchildren to join them. They were all our most precious gems, worth more to Gianni and me than anything else.

Amid a carpet of children, I stood with my husband after forty years of marriage, to retake my wedding vows. I smiled sweetly at my husband, enjoying our moment in the sun, in the presence of all our family, demonstrating to each other and all present what joy a lifetime of commitment to marriage and love can be.

“Do you take me to be your lawfully wedded wife again, Gianni?”

“I do, dear, sweet Carla. Today, tomorrow, and forever.”

I stared deeply into my darling husband’s eyes, not regretting a single day of our marriage. We’d had quarrels, like all couples, but our differences were settled quickly, and love conquered the flames of anger before we slept. As I glanced at the back of the chapel, I saw Gabriella with her husband Mario, their two sons, and three grandchildren sitting in a cluster.

On the other side of the chapel, Margarita and Sam sat together, a happy couple joined in a civil union with their children sitting beside them. Angelo and Sebastien smiled and waved when they caught my eye. The apprentices I loved so much, now head chefs in two of our Venice-based restaurants, also joined in a civil union.

They were all married as far as they and we were concerned.

Everyone was happy.

Viola and Sarah shared each other and a husband. Both women discovered they loved one another, and after cementing a lesbian relationship, they found a third lover, a man, to join their permanent union. It took Gianni a few bottles of wine and a couple of weeks to come to terms with his sister’s choices, but love conquered every problem, as it did that one.

The priest coughed again, dragging my attention back to him.

“We are gathered with this couple, our friends, who thank God for his blessing upon their union, and today they reaffirm their marriage covenant. By the power vested in me, I once again pronounce you Gianni and Carla, husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

A raucous cheer nearly took off the chapel roof, and rice was thrown like a cloud. With children around our feet hugging me and my husband, their grandfather, it was the perfect moment to accompany my first kiss as a woman married for forty years to the same man.

In his sixties, my husband was as handsome as ever. Salt and pepper hair topped off the gorgeous face I had stared at in wonder every day for forty years.

There was never a dull moment in our marriage. Although our businesses struggled at first, traction came through our team spirit. A collective will drove our mutual success.

Shortly before she died, Francine sold Gianni, me, Bella, and Luca her shares in the business she’d founded. Together, we’d taken her hotel franchise global, branding alongside a luxury worldwide chain. With twenty hotels located in major capital cities, from London to Paris to Dubai and Tokyo, we were big players in the hospitality sector.

Our restaurant chain focused on three hundred cafes worldwide, with twenty-five Trattoria just like Bella and Luca’s, all managed collectively by a boardroom of shareholders who were our great friends. We had resisted Michelin and other accolades, preferring to slavishly apply our principles of serving great, honest, reasonably priced food to local customers who would return, time after time.

We were successful in financial terms.

Vagabond became a movement, headed by Mario and Gabriella, when it seemed appropriate for me to step aside. With twenty hostels around Italy, it became an essential brand in the battle against poverty and homelessness.

But as Gianni and I strolled out of the chapel into our massive clearing to receive more cheers, applause, and well wishes, with my mother and sister, Gianni’s sisters, our children, grandchildren, massed family, and our friends, our monetary fortune meant nothing compared to the value of the people surrounding us.

Harry’s hand slipped gently into mine, and I glanced down, feeling surging love for the boy who looked identical to my youngest son, Christian. Our granddaughter Matilde held Gianni’s hand on the other side. My daughter, Renate, named her youngest child in tribute to Aunt Bella, whose Mom was not with us.

We walked to our home, a vastly different and immense house constructed as a massive extension of the original home Gianni and I lived in when we got married. Thirty bedrooms were enough for our whole family, and I had to confess that my happiest times were when they were all full.

A function, like the one we had on our first wedding day, was planned for the evening in our winery, the footprint of which had grown in line with an estate eight times larger than it was forty years ago. My husband was Italy's most prominent independent grower. By volume and quality, offering five grape varietals. He still sang to his vines every morning when we were home, and I sang with him.

As our grandchildren played on the lawn in front of our home, and our kids hurried here and there, making last-minute checks and adjustments for the evening’s merriment, I hugged my husband and kissed him again.

“Thank you for being a wonderful husband, Gianni.”

“I am honored by my wife every minute of every day.”

“We have a few hours to rest before our reception begins, honey.”

“I know. What shall we do, Carla?”

I winked and grinned mischievously.

“Shall we do what we did last time?”

“I think it would be rude not to.”

“Come, then, Gianni, and perform your husbandly duties.”


Kate Granger
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The Surrogate: Book One

Dive into a captivating literary journey, a mesmerizing novel spanning 140,327 words.

Many books have been written about the relationship between a Surrogate and her client. Few are so romantically steamy or filled with intrigue as this.

A fresh take on an emotional tsunami consumes the souls of Billionaire Victor and valedictorian law student Amy amid international intrigue and a mystery so exciting the story can only be described as an erotic thriller.

A baby’s life is at stake from the moment Victor posts his advertisement to secure surrogacy services using natural methods to fertilize. Will Amy fit the bill and deliver the child Victor craves, and who, or what lurks in the shadow with menacing intent?

Can a man who wants no wife obtain the child he desires, while a woman who is willing to leave after birthing enjoys a career free from raising a family?

Field of Lies

Emma epitomizes the positive traits of a Soccer Mom. She’s a beautiful, fit, married, middle-class woman who lives in the suburbs with school-age children whose interests she puts above everything.

She runs a successful business and competes at the state level in the fifteen-hundred-meter track event.

Someone is stalking Emma, or so she believes, and in confronting that man at her son’s soccer match, Pandora’s box is flung open. Her stalking stranger appears everywhere, until she corners him, demanding to know why the man follows her.

A door is opened, and Emma becomes consumed by a roller coaster of emotions, intrigue, mystery, and danger. A long-ignored deceit that scars her heart is thrust to the fore, and our heroic Soccer Mom must choose between a life of betrayal and a new beginning...

Kate Educates Jacob


Can Kate educate Jacob to find meaningful love after he lied?

I’m a sucker for a love story. Have you ever wondered what BDSM might really look like in a relationship between a strong man and a loving dominant woman?

Jacob’s secret pain tears him apart. He knows what he wants most in life but is terrified to ask for it. A strong man couldn’t want that, surely?

‘Kate Educates Jacob’ delves into matters of the heart and soul.

The flutter in your stomach and the adrenaline spike when you see someone you like or want drives much more than a ‘happy ever after.’

How does a young man move on from so much death and destruction?

Jacob may be damaged, but not in the way you’d expect, given his profession. He is strong in body and mind, but useless at finding someone to love. The void in his psyche wakes him at night amid horror image flashes burning into his soul.

He can’t share the horror or decant his emotions to anyone. Trust is a major issue. Can Kate salve that, tame the man and help rebuild the mountain?

Jacob wants something from a relationship that many men want but fear asking for. It overpowers him, acting on every sense and instinct, driving him to find the right woman and pray she’ll accept and love him.

Kate is a determined woman. She doesn’t need anyone, but she wants to find a deserving candidate in love. She abhors dishonesty and weak boyfriends or girlfriends, seeing them as clearly as a falcon spots prey on the Asian steppes.
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