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Prologue

The Adventure Continues

◆◆◆

What did I do?

Oh my god, no.

At first, he looked joyful, and then he smiled ironically, but that wisp of a grin faded quickly as our reality sunk in. He looked sadly at me, shaking his head amid the laughter and joy of a jubilant crowd that encircled us.

The flowers in his hand slipped to the floor, and my heart sank when I realized what I had done and with whom.

Liam saw our kiss as plain as day, and there was no denying the passion of that moment. I slowly unwrapped my arms from around Salvatore’s waist, staring down at the floor, feeling ashamed. My moment of madness gripped me, grinning gleefully, believing his prize was won.

Salvatore hadn’t seen Liam and looked surprised by my adverse reaction to our kiss. When I looked back through the gap that somehow parted in the crowd, revealing my treachery, my boyfriend was gone. My heart slammed off a rib cage that strained, and I couldn’t breathe, so I placed my hands on my hips, stared to the heavens, and sucked in all the air I could.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“I need to catch my breath.”

“What is wrong? I don’t understand.”

“My boyfriend is here, Salvatore.”

“Liam?”

“Yes.”

“I see. Was I a moment of madness, then?”

“I’m so very sorry to have hurt you.”

“Me too, Carla, but I am nobody’s second choice. I am a good and kind man. I don’t deserve this, and I thought you were a better person.”

Salvatore’s fingers relaxed, slowly releasing me from his tender grasp. He scowled and tapped his brow as a farewell before dissolving into a celebrating crowd. I shed tears for two relationship tragedies of my making.

I’d lost a lover and a friend.

As I searched the crowd for a friendly face, Bella smiled, waved, and looked triumphant. Her husband would survive an illness that had gripped us all in its terror, taking an expanded family to the precipice of disaster.

Now we were back from the brink; I would not spoil my sister’s moment of joy, having already wrecked my own and others’ celebrations.

But I felt forlorn and disconnected from our revelry.

I sprinted with one destination in mind. Liam would go directly to the Giardini water bus stop before heading to San Marco Airport, then be lost to me forever. This was my one chance to make things right before the distance between us made it impossible to save our relationship.

I bounced off a wall, stumbled into a family, apologized profusely, and tore off again, panicked and desperate. When I rounded the next corner, he was there, staring at me with a look of profound sadness.

“I’m sorry.”

“Hi Carla, bye Carla.”

He waved sarcastically and made to leave. My heart pounded, and my head ached from the tumult of negative emotions that surged.

“I am very sorry.”

“It’s not enough to be sorry, sweetheart. Please don’t apologize again because I’m not minded to accept it. I came here because you needed me, but you already found someone to comfort you when it mattered.”

“It was a moment that should never have happened, Liam. I love you, not Salvatore.”

“But you cannot be trusted with my delicate heart, Carla. You just proved that.”

“Is one thoughtless kiss enough to destroy our relationship?”

“The reality of infidelity hurts now, but its memory will destroy our love over time because I won’t let it go. We could go on for now, pretending it didn’t happen, but your inopportune kiss will become a fireball consuming both of us when we quarrel.”

“Are you saying you don’t love me anymore, Liam?”

He smiled ironically and stared to the skies, seeking wisdom or divine intervention, perhaps both; I couldn’t tell. Help wasn’t up there; I’d already looked and seen only sadness curled up into a ball, crying as a faded reflection of me.

“Love cannot vanish into thin air, Carla. I respectfully ask you to leave me alone. Go back to the Trattoria and celebrate Luca’s wonderful news. Focus on your resurgence, not Salvatore, me, or the kiss you say means nothing.”

“I want to be with you, even as a friend.”

“I would be poor company and have no desire to fight or crawl over diminishing feelings. If anyone tells you it is possible for a woman to be a friend to a man who loves them, tell them I think they are mad.”

“Will you ever come back here, Liam?”

“To you?”

“I think that ship has sailed, and I respect your choice. I would rather not think you stayed away from Venice because of me.”

“I don’t know. If our paths intersect again, we are meant to talk at the very least; if not, I am sure our heartbreak will be fleeting.”

Liam turned and walked around a corner without looking back. In a heartbeat, he was out of sight and gone from my life, lingering like a sad veneer coating my soul. I repeatedly thumped a stone wall, cursing my misdeed, then wept like a baby, ruing my stupidity and the moment when hormones had utterly controlled my base instincts.

I had wanted Salvatore in a moment of immense joy and relief because I needed to celebrate. The truth was, I might have bedded him had Liam not appeared. I didn’t know what might have been, but as I sunk to the floor with my back scraping the wall, I waved off all concerned hands that tried to lift and console me.

Eventually, passers-by left me alone as the wretched, lonely soul I deserved to be. My phone buzzed constantly, and I struggled to slip it from my pocket because I sat awkwardly. Bella demanded my presence. She was concerned for me, so I snapped a photograph of the street sign on the wall opposite and hit send.

On my way, sister.

I drew my knees to my chest and bowed an aching head into them, feeling troubled and ashamed. There had been little point in fighting with my ex-boyfriend about the meaning of a cheater’s kiss, mainly because I hadn’t fully processed what happened or why.

Bella arrived quickly, slid down the wall, and scrunched up close beside me, wrapping a loving arm around my shoulders.

“I saw Liam. What happened, Carla?”

“I kissed Salvatore.”

“With tongues?”

“Of course, with tongues. It’s not a real kiss without it.”

“I have also done that before in a moment of high passion.”

I stared at her in disbelief as she grinned as though the matter were the mischief of a naughty scamp. She nodded, then leaned towards me, using her thumbs and a tear-stained handkerchief to wipe away my sadness.

“Did Luca catch you in the kiss?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“It happened while my boyfriend was in Roma. When I first kissed Luca, our passionate affair began, leading to this wonderful day.”

“You kissed Luca while you had a boyfriend?”

“I did more than kiss Luca, but such tales are not for cramped alleyways with ears everywhere.”

“I don’t want Salvatore, at least not as a boyfriend or with any intention of enjoying a future together. I want us to be friends, nothing more.”

“Then why did you kiss him?”

She squinted at me coyly, and I knew there was no hiding the moment when I probably would have slept with Salvatore despite Liam.

“I needed a man to hold me in that moment to seal my happiness at Luca’s great news. I was selfish, Bella, having my cake and eating it.”

“Liam wasn’t there for that moment, although you begged him to come. Some might say he made a grave error, Carla… some being me for sure. Love is like a newborn. It must be fed and nurtured until a hard shell protects it. Liam was foolish, and so were you.”

Liam’s reluctance to support me when I needed him most had fleetingly crossed my mind. If I were churlish and childish, I could have fought back, but then, in my heart, I had to confess to being entirely wrong.

In the end, Liam set aside his fears and traveled, surprising me with his support. Bella stood and grabbed my wrist forcing me to my feet.

“Let’s return to our Trattoria and celebrate with everyone else. We can look forward to a bright future, Carla. If Liam were the one for you, this would never have happened. It doesn’t matter who is at fault because nothing can be undone.”

“That is very true.”

I walked hand in hand with my sister, catching up to Luca, who danced in a man huddle with one friend after another. Slowly, they made their way back to the Trattoria with our kitchen brigade leader at the head of an impromptu street carnival.

At Bella’s, a feast was already laid inside the restaurant and out. When I looked at a spread that took us three days to prepare under dark clouds, I was glad we had excellent news for the great food because the sadness of a living wake was the alternative.

Mom joined me at a table outside the Trattoria, and Bella came too. Meanwhile, Luca kneeled in the center of our piazza, being force-fed exploding bottles of prosecco down his throat by his closest guy friends.

I worried about him overdoing it in jubilation, and I saw my sister did, too. She looked at me, shaking her head like a scolding wife.

“I will give him ten more minutes with the mischief makers until the paving slabs are soaked with bubbles; then, my husband is coming to bed with me.”

“What about the food and this street party?”

“They will survive and continue without my husband. He has work to do.”

“Ahh… of course he does.”

I reveled for a while and even danced with my Mom, Sam, Angelo, and Margarita, but I escaped as they all slipped into incoherence at the hands of a steady flow of alcohol.

Inside my apartment, I was cocooned. I checked messages, saw nothing from Liam, and expected nothing from Salvatore, so I set my phone to Do Not Disturb, tossed it aside, and readied myself for bed.

I woke once in the early hours when our apartment front door opened, then closed as carefully as a semi-drunk young man could manage. Tears matted my eyelashes, and my heart throbbed as I cried myself back to sleep.

The sun streamed on my face when I finally woke, and a new day beckoned. My heart felt heavy but not broken, and I considered my next move while cradling a mug of coffee at my breakfast bar.

Through my open kitchen window, I heard chairs and tables being moved. Angelo emerged from his bedroom, dressed for his shift, smiling at me like a beloved big sister.

“I would marry you and be yours forever if I believed I could satisfy you, Carla.”

“It is enough that you are my friend, sweet Angelo.”

“Shall we go and set up the Cafe? It is our tradition, and in times of sadness, that is what binds us.”

He obviously knew about Liam and me, and in his usual non-judgemental way, my adopted little brother held out his hand, and I grinned. His innocence and kindness were a key that would unlock anyone’s heart, should they be inclined toward good.

“It’s time to start life over again, Carla.”

“That it is.”


Chapter One

Not Showing My Tits

◆◆◆

It was a beautiful day in early winter, chilly where the shade dominated but warm where the sun’s rays splashed on my face. When I joined family and friends at the cafe to observe our time-honored traditional start to the day, I was hugged, loved, and consoled without judgment or probing.

Our trees had shed their leaves almost overnight, aided by strong winds. Men wheeling heavy pushcarts were late getting through our piazza wielding old-fashioned twig brooms, collecting every rustling leaf, twig, and mess left behind from a celebration party that had pursued dawn without me.

I warmed slowly into my task, gathering my inner strength and regrowing my self-esteem after the hammering I’d caused it a day prior. By the time I sat down for breakfast, the light of the world and beauty of my family had warmed my chilly soul.

Bella was effervescent, and I mimicked her excitement as far as a broken heart could go, not wanting to rain on our family’s victory parade and her joy.

While Sam heaped scrambled eggs on our toast from a set of steaming service trays, my nose twitched, and my sister leaned over as if sharing a secret.

“You and I will visit a butcher shop today. It is called Macelleria ai Dogi and is about three kilometers away.”

“That’s just short of two miles. Are we taking a water bus?”

“We can walk there. There are beautiful gardens along the way. It means we will be gone for the day, so you can share a few puffs on my joint since you probably won’t use your knives at all.”

“I don’t smoke these days, Bella.”

“This is not really smoking. It’s weed.”

As if to prove the harmless nature of her vibrant, intoxicating stash, Bella sucked hard, holding down a colossal puff, before exhaling it slowly and with the smile of someone approaching off-their-face status. Who could blame her?

“I’m not sure about starting a weed habit, sister.”

“It will take the edge off your break-up.”

“Is that a medical opinion?”

“Romantic broken hearts are metaphysical, dear Carla. Between Liam, Luca, Angelo, and Salvatore, all your tears have been used up. It’s time to be happy.”

“I know.”

I stared at Bella’s cannabis roll-up and laughed because each morning, she habitually drank a double espresso with her morning weed, lightening her mood. The double hit of powerful stimuli seemed to work well for her, so I took the joint, puffed three times, remembered how to do it, then took a fourth deep, luxurious toke and inhaled properly.

When the THC active ingredient in Bella’s weed was absorbed into my bloodstream, it felt good, lifting my spirits, and, as my sister had suggested, my pain was marginally relieved. I looked at the world differently, saw only sunshine and happiness, and became instantly more chilled out and less inclined to see the shadows.

Two tokes later, I rested my eyes on the pleasing sunlight and the tight, cute ass of a passing tourist guy who looked very handsome.

When Mom reached over and asked for a turn on Bella’s joint, I reeled and stared at her wide-eyed and stunned.

“You don’t smoke weed, Mom.”

“When in Rome, sweetheart.”

“We’re in Venice.”

“We are close enough to Rome for the idiom to apply enough for me to get a little bit high; now, hand it over, sweet daughter, or I will be forced to roll my own and stop pretending to you I haven’t already started weed smoking.”

“Do you have a stash of weed, Mom?”

“Don’t you?”

“Not yet, but I must be the only one here missing out.”

Mom smoked the joint as though she were an aficionado of ganja, blowing rings like a 1950s Parisian paramour waiting in a Tabac bar for her lover. Bella thought it hilarious, possibly laughing more at my reaction than the fact my mother enjoyed a spliff.

I stared at her and shook my head, thinking of Finbar Fingers back home, our Keady family cannabis delivery service. When I looked around and noticed Sam and Margarita sharing another rollup, I realized that Angelo was the only one not smoking.

“I wish I could capture this moment on Instagram, Mom. You’ve obviously smoked trash bags full of weed over the years.”

“Your generation didn’t invent rebellion, sweetheart. That was my people.”

“You have people now?”

“Oh Carla, I could tell you some stories of my hellraising years.”

“Whoa! Please, I beg you. Don’t say another word, Mom. I won’t be able to unhear anything you say until I’m blind drunk. Even then, if you’re going to spill the beans, walk a mile away from me and talk into the wind.”

Sarah Keady nodded and winked before she laughed loudly and placed a loving hand on mine while puffing like a steamtrain. I wasn’t quite ready for my mother’s young woman pre-marital revelations, but I guessed that in our new Venitian lives together, some tales of youthful indulgence would eventually slip out in our group conversation, or she might have little else to say.

I shook my head at everyone, taking the joint from my Mom and enjoying a couple more hypocritic puffs.

“You guys will all be in deep shit if Luca discovers everyone is fucked up on weed.”

“My husband knows, and as far as he is concerned, it’s only a problem if anyone handles knives or drives a car. Fingering a cash register and squeezing coffee from a machine isn’t high risk, so keep puffing Liam out of your system, Carla.”

Everyone looked aghast when Bella mentioned him, whose name must remain unspoken. She pursed her lips, furrowed her brow, and squinted, cursing her mistake, shaking her head vigorously.

“Fuck! Sorry for that, Carla. He just slipped out of my mouth.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart. Yesterday, I got what I deserved. I’m just glad I didn’t wake up this morning with an almost stranger in my bed.”

“Nah, sorry, sister. I’ve said it before and will repeat it—Liam should have committed to being here. If a man dilly-dallies in my moment of dire need, I am not important enough. Agreed, Liam came here for you in the end, but honestly, I think you both had a lucky escape.”

I reeled from Bella’s brutality, which I assumed resulted from philosophically based, weed-induced wisdom. Before I could respond, Mom changed the subject, knowing I didn’t entirely agree, and me going on to confess a grave error kissing Salvatore wasn’t a great idea less than twenty-four hours after the act.

She handed me a pencil-written list on tatty notepaper containing names and weights of supplies she needed from the butcher’s shop.

“Pancetta? We already have Pancetta in our kitchen. Why can’t you use that, Mom?”

“When you go to this new butcher shop, please buy me some great pancetta with layered fat to oil the pan when I fry off beef, Carla. I had a guy yesterday who said how nice meat and potato pie would be, so I am going with an Italian variation of cottage pie.” 

“Who is cooking this food, Mom?”

“Me.”

“What about Angelo?”

“He wanted to return to your side. You stole my best friend.”

“Technically, he is still your best friend, Mom. He’s sitting opposite you right now, hearing every word. Oh, and by the way, how will you explain to Luca that his Pancetta is shit?”

“It’s not his Pancetta.”

“Luca selects it, and, as we all know, our head chef is proud of his sourcing ability.”

“Why do you think Bella is secretly taking you to a new butcher, Carla?”

“What? Our trip is a secret now?”

Angelo slid his index finger and thumb across his lips, indicating they were sealed. I grinned at my apprentice, pleased that we would be reunited in the kitchen. As I raised a fork full of food, something occurred to me, so I dropped it and stared at them all, settling my gaze on Bella.

“Are we going to replace Luca’s butchery supplier?”

“We must grow, Carla. You wanted to cook more meat, and Luca agreed to change our menu. Your mama wants to serve rustic meat dishes in the cafe—we must up our game.”

“Yeah, but you haven’t talked this through with Luca yet, have you?”

“No.”

“Whoa… this feels like a setup.”

I gasped, finally realizing what I had been roped into. I stared at the offending joint that had softened me up, then saw Bella’s face contort with mock shame and fear before she laughed.

“Bella, I am his sous chef; you are his wife. It is devious to change a supplier behind Luca’s back.”

“It is like we slept around like a couple of cheating sluts, Carla.”

“Yes, exactly… well, kind of. Certainly, in your case, yes.”

“You will negotiate with our new butcher, sister.”

“Why me, Bella?”

“You are not married to Luca, and, frankly speaking, now you are decoupled from Liam, you may sleep with any man or woman that pleases you.”

“Oh! Oh! Oh, Bella… that’s so fucking naughty. I know what you’re doing.”

I stood up in gross indignation while seeing the deviously funny side of her Machiavellian ploy. I wagged my finger accusingly at my sister while she giggled, pushing my other hand up and encouraging me to puff on her weed.

“You are blaming me for changing our meat supplier.”

“Yes, sweet Carla.”

“My god, have you no shame, sister?”

“Our butcher is okay for a few dishes when we major on a fish menu, but now, we are going fifty-fifty on meat and seafood, he is not enough. Macelleria ai Dogi is your new lover, Carla.”

“Luca will think me a traitor.”

“Don’t worry, sister. When we are alone tonight, I will treat my husband nicely, and he will forget his ire for you.”

“I’m not sure sexual favors will save me, Bella.”

“Well, honey, you must join me on this field trip now. You know how Luca hates weed smoking before or during a shift, so you can’t work in the kitchen.”

I stared at the weed burning merrily, gripped between two of my fingers. My laughter resounded around the piazza as I replayed in my mind how well I got played. My family and friends tried hard to hide their amusement but couldn’t, each bursting out laughing.

In the end, Mom hauled me back onto my seat, and I puffed more weed because I was out of options, so I might as well enjoy the buzz.

I didn’t change out of my chef uniform but wore a rainproof jacket over the top because a chilly wind prevailed. It was almost an hour’s walk to the butchers, but I felt exhilarated, sharing another joint on the way.

Once we followed the main walking path beside the Grand Canal, there was plenty to see, with gondolas, water taxis, buses, and massive ferries plowing one way or the other. I saw a new side to Venice when we crossed a small bridge and walked through Giardini della Biennale, a pleasant garden.

Macelleria ai Dogi was very busy.

“I can’t believe we are queuing outside a butcher shop at 9 a.m., Bella.”

“He is the best. You’ll see now in his display, then again when you cook with his meat. He sources from all over Italy, even selects his beasts, has them fattened, and attends their slaughter. The meat here is revered and properly hung.”

“It’s getting cold outside. Don’t they have a trade counter or office we can knock on? Maybe we can get treated to a complimentary coffee?”

“They don’t sell meat to the trade, Carla. As far as I know, they never have.”

“What do you mean? Why are we here then?”

“I want Trattoria Bella to be their first customer in the trade, probably their only one, at least I hope so.”

“Why?”

“These guys serve the community, sister. They are as grumpy as the old Nonna’s who haggle ten minutes with them for a few cents discount. This place is more brutal than the fish market.”

“Jesus Christ, Bella, are you a glutton for punishment?”

“Just speak to the old guy because he is the key. He’ll be the grumpy man taking slices out of the butcher block with a meat cleaver. They say he’s a miserly old bastard, but your cute American accent will get us through. Open your jacket and show him a little cleavage.”

“Fuck off, Bella! I’m not a hooker swapping a glance at my tits for a pound of brisket.”

“Why not do it… I will, and I still have a man to explain myself to afterward.”

“Bella, I’ll do this on condition you keep those tits hidden. I don’t want my niece or nephew’s milk supply being ogled in exchange for a supply contract.”

“Okay, deal… you do the talking.”

We suffered a fit of giggles, partly from the residual effects of our weed session but also because I was genuinely having a fun time with my sister. A few Nonnas laughed with us, and conversing with them helped us pass the time until our turn.

“Carla, when we get inside, ask for Alberto.”

“You’re serious about me doing this?”

“If anyone can get this miserable bunch to supply us, you can. Just imagine that you are saving my honor.”

“Do they even speak English?”

“Yes, of course.”

Only four customers were allowed inside the butcher’s shop at a time, and anyone trying to sneak in and take a look at the produce was quickly admonished with rapid machine gun fire Italian accompanied by gesticulating arms with fingers that twisted in the air like magic wands.

The door closed, and we went inside. Three customers were quickly served. Then it was our turn.

When I saw Alberto, his cockeye scared the shit out of me. He looked so curmudgeonly and mean-hearted that I couldn’t imagine why anyone, even his wife, would want to ask him for a favor. Yet, there I was, twitching on the spot, shifting my weight nervously from one foot to the other, staring at a far younger and more handsome man on the other side of the counter who I assumed was his son.

“May I speak with Alberto, please?”

“Why?”

“Because he is more handsome and friendly looking than you?”

I was overheard. The young, handsome guy did a double take, then chuckled. His brother slapped him on the back and joined him, both handsome guys laughing hilariously.

“This one wants something special, brother.”

“She wants spectacles, Guiseppe. Lady… the optician is in town.”

“I like older, grumpy men.”

“Even my mother doesn’t like older, grumpy men, and she’s been married to one for fifty years.”

“He wasn’t always grumpy, I am sure.”

“Oh, my father was always grumpy, believe me.”

“Oh my, I have a challenge on my hands. Bring it on.”

“Are you sure you want to talk with my father?”

“Certain.”

I saw the old man shoot me a sidelong, wry smile. My approach had to be unique because there must be a reason why this butcher wouldn’t sell to the trade. I caught his attention, so he joined his sons, who were chuckling and shaking their heads.

“Let me see this young woman with bigger balls than my sons.”

“Oh, hello, Alberto. I’m Carla.”

“An American. That’s strike one.”

“A New York Italian American.”

“That’s strike two.”

“I’m here to buy regular meat supply for Trattoria Bella.”

“We don’t do trade.”

I needed to fight fire with fire, so I carefully considered my next move. My fingers went up to the zip on my coat, and all three, who were, at the end of the day, warm-blooded Italian men, smiled, waiting, hoping that I would put on a show.

“Is it so easy to win you guys over? I show you my tits, and you fold, becoming our suppliers?”

“Maybe and maybe not, Carla. That ploy has been known to work from time to time.”

“It was my sister’s suggestion.”

“She isn’t showing hers.”

“She’s married… I am… err, in between lovers. Also, I asked her not to.”

“You are a good girl to protect your married sister, and I like that. We’re back down to strike one. Continue, Carla, I may yet be won over.”

“How about this, Alberto? I frequently wear yoga pants to run in. I’m very athletic underneath this thick coat and my whites. My yoga pants are inappropriately tight, to the extent that a lewd camel toe and very tight ass is too much even for the guys at the fish market.”

“I see you are not wearing these masterpiece pants today.”

“No, but I shall slide into them soon, and maybe, if you are a very nice, grumpy old man to me today, I’ll come running past here once a month.”

“I like you, Carla, but we don’t supply meat to the trade because they only cater to asshole tourists, so fuck them. I also hate doing all the hard work for caterers who then claim they sourced their meat using some ancient family traditional farmer from whom they ethically source.”

“Trattoria Bella caters to everyone, no matter what category of asshole they are. Specifically, for the items on today’s list, we are churning out local food for local assholes.”

“You sell to assholes?”

“Most customers are, right?”

“Fuck, you are funny, Carla. Let me see the list.”

His eyes scanned my list quickly and expertly, nodding, grunting, and frowning as though I had set an inhuman task, and he had nothing but disdain for it and me. While he played his game, I scanned the white plastic trays filled with the best fresh meat, charcuterie, pies, coleslaw, and other salads I had seen.

On top of his counter, I stared at the immense, exquisitely cured, perfectly meat—and fat-balanced Pancetta. Alberto caught my eye and then looked at my sister.

“Luca is the chef at Trattoria Bella, right?”

“Luca is my husband.”

“You are Bella?”

“Yes.”

“I heard about your good news yesterday, congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

Alberto wanted to supply us. I knew it from how solemn and silent his sons were. I saw in their faces that they were on our side, but Papa Alberto needed a tiny push over the edge.

“One day, we will be famous, Alberto.”

“Why do you believe that?”

“Because we shall tell everyone that Trattoria Bella bought their meat from you, the most expert butcher in the country.”

He smiled, and his grumpy face instantly transformed into that of a loving grandfather, father, and traditional butcher who loved his craft. He leaned over the counter and shook my hand, and I was overjoyed. I enjoyed seeing Bella the same, excitedly dancing on the spot.

“You will be our first trade customer in a long time.”

“Who else did you supply?”

“There was a man who was a fantastic chef. He became my best friend and would come by at least three times a week, smoke with me, pass the time of day, and occasionally, we drank a beer together. Funny, he also worked at Trattoria Bella many years ago. His name was Jack Keady. He was an American like you. Man, how I loved him.”

I froze, and tears welled in my eyes, rolling down my cheeks. I stared at Alberto in utter disbelief as he shook his head quizzically, wondering why I had become so emotional. Bella cried, too, wrapping her arm around my shoulder.

“What is the matter with you two?”

“Jack Keady was our Dad.”

Alberto came out from behind the meat counter in tears and hugged us both, kissing the tops of our heads. I couldn’t believe our paths had crossed with Dad’s so spectacularly. When I looked into Bella’s eyes, only one question remained.

“Did you know about this?”

“I had no idea, Carla.”

“It’s a good job we didn’t show him our tits because if Dad is up there somewhere, he would have gone nuts.”


Chapter Two

A Butcher's Block

◆◆◆

Alberto dragged us into his butchery preparation area, where he hurriedly made coffee and tipped two bags of biscotti and amaretti roughly onto a plate with trembling hands. He excitedly stuttered words, half in Italian and half in English, with damp eyes and occasional tears rolling down his cheeks.

He paused frequently and stared at us in disbelief, shouting Jack Keady’s girls are here, with animated arms, revealing his high emotions.

I was awestruck by the series of chance coincidences that had brought us together. If this wasn’t serendipity in its most overwhelming sense, then I couldn’t comprehend our meeting at all. Bella’s shocked expression told me she felt the same way as we held hands under the butcher’s block.

We sat on wobbly, smooth but unvarnished wooden stools around a one-foot-thick wooden butcher’s block that had curved deeply in the middle from wear. It would be a four-person lift should anyone wish to move it, and in that solidity, it brought home a sense of permanence to me.

My Dad had been here, touched that wood, and probably worked on it. I shivered, feeling a metaphysical presence that had stamped itself into the grain of that wooden block long ago.

My heart pounded as I imagined Jack Keady was all around me, doing almost precisely what I had just done in negotiating supply. It felt odd and strangely comforting to walk in his footsteps, but at the same time, a ghostly quality of the situation caused me to shiver vigorously again.

I tapped the table that must have been there Alberto’s whole life. 

“I must know. Did our father sit here with you, Alberto?”

“Yes, we always came inside when it was too hot or cold. We negotiated our supply contract, discussed any issues, gossiped about mutual acquaintances, or talked politics right here. He sat where you are now.”

“On this stool?”

“Jack would have sat on all of these stools. This is where your Dad learned butchery.”

Alberto crouched and slid his hand across salt granules covering his beloved wooden block, eyeing it expertly. As his hands followed the shape, gliding across deep cuts and gnarls, I saw from a beaming wide smile that fond memories of his friendship with Dad had flooded back.

When he finished a ritual pass across the wooden block, I noticed a glint of pride mixed with love in the old man’s eyes as he beamed at his best friend’s daughters. He slapped the butcher’s block playfully and laughed, tossing his head back with an expression as though he had won the lottery.

“Your father would have loved to be here right now with the three of us.”

“Tell us about him, please, Alberto.”

He pointed at Bella and smiled.

“I’ll assume Matilde was your mother?”

“Yes, she was.”

“She and Jack Keady were very much in love. I should have realized you were his daughter, but even back then after you were born, it would not be my place to mention it to you. Gossiping about friends is not the done thing.”

“I never knew my father.”

“He was an excellent chef, but Jack Keady was also a great and fun man.”

“Why did he leave Venice, Alberto?”

Bella asked the question on the tip of my tongue. It spoke to the relationship between her and me, two accidents at birth that seemed astronomically unfeasible, especially in the manner by which we collided. Alberto nodded like old men do when fathoming how to be honest without hurting anyone’s feelings.

“Are you sure you want to know, Bella?”

“I must, please. I deserve the truth, right?”

“Jack needed a culinary adventure to stretch himself. He would never own the Trattoria, which was focused on rustic, local food, and he loved your Mom so dearly, he never wanted to push or force his way.”

“I gather traditional food wasn’t Jack’s passion.”

“I think he got bored, and it was easy to see why. After six months of 4 a.m. two-hour daily shifts training here, before he worked for Matilde through the day, Jack was as good a butcher as me. He had the touch.”

“What happened between my father and mother?”

“They talked things through and tried to compromise, but he was bursting with vigor and ambition. Eventually, and sadly for everyone, Jack left, telling me he would return.”

“He never came back.”

“On the day he left Venice, Jack visited me, but he never mentioned you, Bella. I am certain he didn’t know anything about you. He wasn’t the sort of man who would abandon a pregnant girlfriend or their child.”

“I am glad he left Alberto.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Had my Dad not left here and pursued his dream, I would not have a wonderful sister in Carla.”

“I see his likeness in both of you.”

I felt happy, but that pleasant disposition was mildly tainted because my father’s absence from Bella’s life felt like my existence had deprived her of something. My sister didn’t feel the same way at all. Her warmth and the intensity of her love were a blanket that cocooned me whenever she was near.

We chatted for more than an hour. I caught Alberto up on my father’s life after Venice, in London, then New York, and told him about my Mom, including how her wish for a better pancetta had, in some part, prompted our journey across the city.

When it was past midday, we finally made our apologies to leave. Alberto promised our first meat delivery the next day, followed by a contract for regular supply. Before we parted company, our new best friend and expert butcher carefully wrapped a thick, fatty, meaty wedge of black peppercorn-encrusted pancetta in greaseproof paper before handing it to me in a brown bag.

“Please give this to your mother with my compliments. It won’t be included on your first invoice. Tell her Jack Keady was much loved in this city. That man did nobody a bad turn, ever.”

“My mother will be very grateful, Alberto.”

“I will look out for Sarah Keady next time I visit your side of the city.”

“Don’t leave it too long before you come and see us.”

Bella and I left the butcher’s shop buoyed by good fortune, having made new friends and learned something about our Dad. As we strolled back to the Trattoria, caught deep in our thoughts, Bella turned to me, grinning broadly.

“Jack Keady is the only person besides you who convinced Alberto to supply us, Carla.”

“We did that together, sister.”

“Oh no. This was all your excellent work, my dear.”

“Angelo agreed to supply us because of Jack Keady, Bella.”

“Wrong again, sister. He agreed to supply us before mentioning our father. I am sure that even Luca will be delighted about this development once he cools down.”

“Yes, well, about that. Shall we explain the change in meat supplier tomorrow after you seduce him tonight?”

“Fuck, no way. I want to soothe my husband, not bribe him.”

I laughed, but the seriousness of changing a restaurant supplier without our head chef’s buy-in was not to be underestimated, regardless of how well-intentioned or advantageous the outcome was. I felt nervous because Luca was on an emotional high after incredible news, and inevitably, directly or indirectly, I was about to explain to a proud chef that his ability to source the finest ingredients wasn’t flawless.

While Bella went to check on the Trattoria, I dropped Alberto’s pancetta with Mom, saying nothing about how it was connected with her husband. I needed to manage Luca first, and the closer I got to doing that, the more I felt our execution of Bella’s plan was grossly unfair.

As I strolled through our piazza, Luca smiled and waved from the front door of the Trattoria. He meandered slowly through tables around the front of house, meeting customers and talking passionately about our menu, which I knew he had masterminded. Couples, single diners, and family groups hung on his every word because they, like me, knew that our Trattoria and his kitchen fed people with love.

To gather my thoughts and compose myself for the coming storm, I sat on a bench in our Piazza, resting after a long day of walking and high excitement. My hamstrings felt tight, resulting from a few mornings of rest from running, so I stretched both off, enjoying an easing release of lactic acid buildup.

I was riding an emotional roller coaster at full speed, gleeful about Luca and his excellent health while feeling excited about our visit to the butchers. My error with Liam still weighed heavily on my mind, and I knew an aching heart would painfully remind me of a romantic folly for a few weeks more.

My near-miss romance with Salvatore was a fading glimmer of my embarrassment, but I felt ashamed for having squandered his friendship. No love was lost or grieved by me for him, but that was beside the point. I had been cruel to a man who deserved more.

Nearby shuffling feet drew my attention, and I stared up, surprised at how quickly he was upon me.

“Why do you sit here alone, Carla?”

“Sorry Luca, I didn’t see you coming over. I was lost in my thoughts.”

“I know how you feel. May I sit with you?”

“Please do. I have a confession to make anyway, and now is probably the right time while there is darkness and you have no access to sharp objects.”

“I’m guessing you did more than smoke weed today.”

“Do you disapprove of the joint?”

“You can do no wrong in my eyes, Carla. How you entertain yourself and manage your mood is not my business so long as you are happy.”

Oh fuck!

Luca sat beside me and stretched his legs as I had, arching his back into a steep curve and squeezing out knots and kinks. My boss smiled warmly when he glanced sideways frequently, which I took as an indication he wanted to talk.

As I studied his conciliatory expression, I felt worse because he was being so lovely. I leaned forward and shook my head, groaning. He patted, then rubbed my back, chuckling.

“How bad could it be, Carla?”

“I went behind your back and ordered meat from a new butcher, agreeing on a long-term supply contract with them.”

“Macelleria ai Dogi?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“They called an hour ago to confirm their delivery time in the morning. I gave them our 9 a.m slot.”

“Are you angry with me?”

“You have a better eye for butchery than I do, Carla. I am not so arrogant as to ignore your genius. You have retained us a fabulous butcher, one of the best in our region, certainly the finest in Venice.”

“But I went behind your back, Luca. You have a right to be furious and probably should.”

“Would you prefer I was angry, Carla?”

“No, but I don’t understand why you are not.”

“I would have preferred to be consulted, but your outcome was the best for all of us. I have no doubt my wife’s long screwdrivers meddled somewhere in the machine, but she was also well-intentioned.”

“I didn’t have to go along with Bella’s plan.”

“The guy from Macelleria ai Dogi who called… Janni, I think his name was. He said you made quite an impression on Angelo. That grumpy old man doesn’t supply anyone in the trade except us, now. You had a good day, Carla.”

“Thank you, Luca.”

“No sister… thank you.”

I felt immensely relieved. Having landed in a kitchen brigade and Trattoria team with such talent and decency was a stark contrast to my life at Chez Judy, New York. Losing what I had with everyone at Bella’s, from the eponymous owner through a fabulous head chef to my beloved apprentices, would cast all recent losses of love entirely in the shade.

“You are as good a chef as me, Carla. I don’t want to lose you, but not only for your expertise in our kitchen. I love you as a sister and enjoy our time together. You have stood shoulder to shoulder with Bella and me, staring into the abyss.”

“I love you both too.”

“The Trattoria must become more than it is today, enough for everyone to bask in their individual and collective glory. I will find a way to make sure you have options to stay with us when the call comes for you to run your restaurant.”

“I am happy being here right now, Luca.”

“Yes, but a call will come from someone, somewhere, Carla. I believe it is already overdue. When it does come, you must choose what is right for you.”

“I can’t leave my family.”

“Hopefully, you won’t need to.”

“I have time on my side, Luca. There is no rush to turn the page of a story I love being part of.”

“You have a gift like your father had. Bella’s gift is running a fabulous Trattoria, even to the extent of finding ways to circumvent her head chef when needed. My gift is leading this restaurant because it is owned by my wife, whom I love dearly. That desire to be with her on this journey drives me.”

“My creativity has blossomed here.”

“You are destined for great things, Carla.”

When he stood and left me, flicking a bleached, brilliant white tea towel over one shoulder, Luca headed back toward the Trattoria. My body trembled with excitement while a wave of anxiety about what the future held for me crept up the golden beach sands of my life at a pace I felt might engulf me.

I didn’t want to leave Trattoria Bella and couldn’t tell Luca that Judy, from New York, was already approaching my family members, desperately trying to hunt me down. There was no chance I would work with or for my old friend, but I felt Luca’s warning about an approach coming soon was real. Our restaurant was becoming increasingly more highly acclaimed by customers. Next would come the awards.

It was only a matter of time before opportunity knocked. When a restaurant rises, those competitors with one star wanting two come looking very quickly. 

As night and darkness drew closer, a chilly breeze whipped goosebumps onto my bare skin. I retreated to my apartment to rest and ruminate on my evolving situation and the matters of the day. Luca had already covered my workstation and duties, and Bella wanted to drink some wine to spend sisterly time with me.

I showered and slipped into comfortable, warm pajamas, joining my sister at her mother’s kitchen bar, already piled high with Matilde’s cookbooks. Bella was carefully opening a bottle of red wine with two oversized bowl glasses and a decanter in front. I twisted my head to read the wine bottle label.

“A Pio Cesare Barbaresco 2017 is perfect for our celebrations tonight, Carla.”

“Did you purloin that vintage from Margarita?”

“It is not a Borolo, but I feel this wine is equal to it at the very least. I have a stash of my favorites locked up where prying eyes cannot see. All Italians keep their wine and recipe secrets, but I share this vintage only with my sister. I have five more bottles for the christening of our babies.”

“Five babies?”

“We will need another case, but not for a few years unless there is something you haven’t mentioned.”

I laughed, but Bella looked deadly serious, leaning over from her kitchen stool and hugging me tightly. When she released me after a minute, my sister returned her attention to our bottle of wine.

“The Pio Cesare winery has gained fame worldwide since its beginning in 1881. It supplies high-class restaurants and hotels everywhere. Its Barbaresco is subtle and silky, with notes of wild berries, white licorice, and a hint of oak.”

“Are you decanting first?”

“For one hour, at the very least, Carla.”

“What shall we do until then? I need a drink.”

“We shall wait patiently, gossip, and plan. Luca has promised to deliver steak tartare as a snack in one hour. Now that we are serving more meat, he wants to impress you with this dish. Speaking of which, my sexual favors were not required to soothe your target, I see.”

“No, but I hope you have been nice to Luca.”

“Already done, during a break.”

I laughed. Bella looked naughty, and another problem was overcome. I mentioned it no further, knowing that such matters between a husband and wife were sacred. Why my sister manipulated to get what she wanted wasn’t an issue because Luca knew in his heart that a wife so committed as she was to him always had his best interests in mind.

“We’re in for the long haul tonight, then?”

“Yes, but there is something I must tell you, sister, and for this discussion, I need a drink.”

“You obviously aren’t pregnant if you are drinking wine.”

“Not yet.”

Bella poured us each a half glass of house red wine from a partially empty bottle. She raised her glass and waited to clink it off mine before downing the whole lot.

“What on earth is the matter, Bella?”

“Less than one hour after my husband shared a heart-to-heart with you, someone visited me at the Trattoria.”

“Who, Bella? For fuck’s sake, this is killing me. What’s happening?”

“The owner of Ristorante Quadri turned up.”

“The one in Piazza San Marco?”

“His place has a Michelin Star, Carla.”

“What did he want?”

“He wants you as his head chef.”


Chapter Three

Scatterbrain

◆◆◆

“I’m not interested in considering any offers, Bella.”

“You must not ignore this approach, sister. It would seem rude, and the owner of Ristorante Quadri is such a nice man.”

“I’m not leaving here.”

I was being obstinate, a result of recently accrued emotional damage that caused me to immediately pull up the drawbridge to my inner thoughts and feelings. Bella was patient and smiled disarmingly, placing a comforting, calming hand on mine that trembled wildly.

“Okay, Carla, I get it, but still, please take a meeting and politely decline if that is your choosing. At least make him part of your network. I’m just saying… don’t close the door.”

I had already panicked, and my infrequently sparked flight response kicked in, squeezing up anxiety levels and choking me. Too many emotionally overwhelming situations had unfolded in an awful sequence, and this felt like a final straw that would break my sanity. I sobbed uncontrollably, surprising my sister, who leaped from her stool and hugged me tightly.

“I can’t take any more pressure, Bella. It’s too fucking much, what with Luca’s cancer, Liam, Salvatore, and now this problem. I can’t process it all, never mind dealing with it. I must focus on our kitchen, staff, and the menus we plan to roll out.”

“I understand perfectly. A simple meeting to say hello will hold him off until you are ready to have a discussion.”

“I might never want to step up. Some people are happy in their lives… exactly as I am right now.”

“We can have coffee with him together, sister. He is not a pushy man; if you say no, it won’t be a problem. He is getting in early because you and Luca will be hot property soon.”

“Luca as well?”

“They will come for my husband, too, be in no doubt. We are on the rise, sister.”

“What will you do if someone approaches Luca?”

“I love my husband and would never stand in his way. I feel the same way about you.”

“Christ, I hope he doesn’t leave.”

“There are alternatives to splitting up our team, sister. We will prevail. These are all good problems because it means we are doing something right.”

Bella answered a knock at my apartment door, letting her husband in. I dried a few tears from my cheeks and laughed when I saw Luca smile like chefs do when they have prepared something special. His eyes sparkled like a child on Christmas morning when he placed an oval, porcelain plate with two perfectly shaped rounds of steak tartare on my kitchen counter.

Luca spied our special bottle of wine lovingly, then turned to leave. I raised my hand and waved, attracting his attention.

“Please join us, brother.”

“Are you sure, Carla? I can see you were crying. Is everything okay?”

“I don’t want to leave here.”

“Ahh, well… it happened faster than I expected, but Ristorante Quadri is very nearby, and it is the start of our off-season, so he is at least being polite in approaching now before crowds of visitors amass again in March next year.”

“It’s too soon for me even to consider an offer like this.”

“I know, and our idea to reorganize for you to become head chef has little substance.”

“How could we do that anyway?”

Luca looked shiftily at his wife, who averted her eyes from me while pouring three glasses of wine. Something was going on, and I wasn’t aware of it. My brother-in-law picked up a glass and held it to a kitchen spotlight, smiling at the deep burgundy hue like he was sixteen and the wine was a girl.

“A Pio Cesare Barbaresco 2017. You have been holding out on me, darling wife.”

“It is a special vintage drunk only by sisters.”

“And their husbands?”

“For one night only. I hope dear Angelo doesn’t walk in soon, or a second bottle might be necessary.”

“He’s staying with Sebastien tonight. Carla is here alone.”

“She has us and a fine Barbaresco, husband.”

“I met Pio Boffa once. He is the fifth generation of his family to make this Piedmont wine.”

Luca sipped the Barbaresco, and I watched. His expression said all I needed to know about his verdict. I watched his face and eyes light up as the wine in his glass opened up, and its aroma mixed wonderfully with that of the steak tartare.

The cornichons, capers, and shallots he used in the steak tartare wafted up my nostrils like the temptation at the Garden of Eden. I tasted the wine, swilling it and enjoying an elegant and velvety liquor, tasting of ripe and spicy fruit.

Strong tannins took me on a journey, and I closed my eyes, imagining snow-capped peaks and immense green-blue mountain lakes of the Piedmont, nudging up against the Alps. Food was my salvation, reminding me of a warm hearth, and grounding me in family, friends, and those who loved me.

When I reopened my eyes, Bella had sliced the steak tartare into sections and handed me a fork to try what looked like a perfect composition. In our dim light, we were three cave-dwelling humans sharing a meal, as nature intended.

“What’s going on, Bella?”

“Enjoy the steak tartare first, sister. Luca and I have an idea that might surprise you.”

“Is that what your sidelong secretive glances were for?”

I balanced a forkful of the raw beef, sniffed it, and then touched my tongue to it before tasting fully. An explosion of powerful flavor layers tantalized, challenging me to define each ingredient, thereby deconstructing Luca’s method. 

“Go on, Carla. I know you will guess everything correctly.”

“It tastes like beef sushi tataki, Luca. I think you marinated the steak in vinegar and ginger before grinding, Japanese style, but it’s teasingly mild in that regard.”

“You are correct. What else can you tell me about this exquisitely made dish, Chef?”

An even more piquant flavor comes from the onions, Dijon mustard, capers, and…”

“And what else, Carla? Come on, my girl.”

“Tabasco and Worcestershire. You mixed them in tiny amounts, then brushed the surface lightly, but I can taste their ethereal hint like the fizzling sparks when a firework descends.”

“This is why the restauranteurs will come for you, my dear.”

“They are coming for you as well, Luca. Can we not talk about it, please.”

With Mom living downstairs, Sam with Margarita, and my sister and her husband visiting me with raw steak and wine in the evening, I belonged here, and anything unhinging that comforting feeling was my avowed enemy. 

Luca celebrated my palette as he always had. My nose and taste buds helped tweak our head chef’s recipes, as his did for mine. We were a sublime partnership in the kitchen, and both knew it. Bella’s face lit up when the flavors of an excellent snack and complimentary wine unfolded in her mouth like layers of a lifelong, loving marriage remembered by each decade.

When my sister placed her fork down, she glanced proudly at Luca with an unspoken question in her expression, seeming to want his permission. He nodded, so I knew something important was coming.

“Our plan to satisfy everyone’s needs is to buy a new restaurant, sister.”

“Oh my.”

“The old shoemaker’s place across our piazza has been closed many years ago. The building is unsafe and needs work, but it is a good size, and nobody is rushing to buy or lease it.”

“Won’t that be too many in one piazza, Bella? You already have a Trattoria and a cafe. This new venture gives you eateries on three sides of the square.”

“A fine dining restaurant can hold its own during the mid to high seasons. We are less confident about the winter months. As long as the themes of each eatery are completely different, we think it can work. ”

“Can you afford to do this?”

“We can buy a thirty-year lease; refurbishment isn’t entirely budgeted yet, but I will remortgage Trattoria Bella if needed.”

I didn’t want to discourage my sister, but, like most professional chefs, I knew expansion frequently catalyzes failure. Maintaining food quality and service standards, having enough working capital, keeping ahead of local competition, and spreading the most experienced chefs thinly was challenging.

“Assuming all prep will be done here, how many kitchen staff will we have at the new place, Luca?”

“Six. I would be the Executive Chef; you would be our Head Chef.”

“I would run both kitchens?”

“Yes. My leadership, your cooking, Carla.”

“Can you stay out of my way?”

“Do you want me to?”

“No, but I don’t think your plan to be hands-off will work either.”

“Then we must be partners and split the restaurants, Carla.”

“Oh, I fucking walked into that. You had no intention of being an Executive Chef.”

I wagged a finger at my brother-in-law while Bella laughed, sipping her wine and hiding behind the glass. Having me cover two restaurants while Luca tiptoed around as my boss would be a disaster.

“I would love to be the Head Chef of a fine dining restaurant, Luca.”

“It is your swimming lane, not mine. I much prefer that idea. We could prep in our kitchen here, then split our teams during service. You would manage food at the shoe factory while I run Trattoria Bella’s kitchen.”

I felt more excited than I had anticipated but reined in my enthusiasm because we were discussing a restaurant concept with no funding, a common, endless dream of chefs worldwide. I felt uplifted, but the specter of approaches made for my service by other restauranteurs hung like a sword of Damocles over my head.

Once our excellent bottle of wine was finished, I went to bed, leaving Luca and Bella flicking through pages in Mama’s recipe books. I dreamed of running a restaurant in Venice, my new home, courtesy of a Dad who knew best.

I almost sprung out of bed in the morning, wanting to attack the day. My heart still ached from love lost, but at least my body and mind were willing to press forward again. I slipped into my running gear, wearing less provocative training pants than my infamous yoga camel-toe strides.

Outside was cold and windy, but blue skies and sunshine lifted my heart, so I set off on a route that would avoid Salvatore’s family restaurant. These days, we opened later at the restaurant, and there was no outdoor seating area at the cafe to set up because the wind bit so hard, and tourists had all but disappeared.

I knew our cash registers were just about ticking over, but Bella, true to her word, had retained all the staff without reducing any wages. At the end of my run, I checked in on Sam, gladly accepting a cappuccino she slipped across the counter while serving customers on their way to work.

Mom joined me at a window table for two, smiling.

“You seem happy, Mom.”

“What’s not to love? I have a fully booked cafe between midday and 2 p.m. - Fifty-two covers in two sittings for our first full lunchtime service is pretty impressive.”

“Are they all local people?”

“Yes, which I am pleased about. The trouble will come if they can’t get in here when the tourists return.”

I stared out the window, fathoming one business-related problem after another: two restaurants, possibly three, now marketing to different customer segments with multiple menus. It felt overwhelming.

“We are running too quickly, Mom.”

“Where? At the Trattoria or here?”

“Neither, sorry, Mom, I spoke aloud. I need to meet Bella and Luca.”

I raced upstairs, showered, and dressed quickly. I was early for a shift and spent the first half an hour plowing through my ideas on paper, scribbling out sketches of imagined dining floor configurations, figuring out a kitchen layout, and working through timings for preparation and service.

When Luca and Bella strolled into the Trattoria kitchen, both leaned over the stainless steel table that had become my draftswoman desk. They studied my scribbles, holding up sheets of A4 paper, turning them this way and that, scanning numbers and measurements, and generally figuring out where I was going.

When Mom arrived to start her Cafe prep, she joined us in assessing my rough-cut proposal, nodding at Bella, who looked surprised.

“This could work. Why didn’t we think of it before now, Carla?”

“You own the cafe building, right?”

“Yes. All of the bottom floor is mine.”

“And the Trattoria building is yours as well?”

“All three floors.”

“And you have no debts, Bella?”

“None.”

“We only serve breakfast and lunch at the Cafe. If we refurbish and have separate tables and chairs for an evening service, there is no reason we cannot have twenty-four fine dining covers at the cafe every evening.”

“We would need to refit the kitchen there.”

“Yes, but all the prep work could be done here, and only three chefs plus a pot-wash would be needed for service at the cafe. A front-of-house team would be required, but that is your domain.”

“Three food concepts in two locations, Carla. I love the idea, but shouldn’t fine dining be in plush surroundings? Even if we do as you propose, the cafe will not be as well presented as our Trattoria.”

“We can rewind the clock using furniture, fabrics, and art to transform from a cafe to an old-fashioned fine dining rustique restaurant. We must separate the menu and wine list from the Trattoria, but I think it could work.”

Luca seemed excited, hopping from one foot to another, studying my drawings of wood paneling, existing polished floorboards, and diamond-patterned cushioned leather chairs. I had pulled down the wall between the kitchen and the dining area, making a long L-shaped bar the length of two walls, where diners could sit eating from a two-foot-wide counter facing the chefs and their kitchen.

He tapped a sheet of paper, almost lost for words.

“I love it, Carla.”

“Me too.”

I stared at Bella, who shrugged, wholly won over by my idea. It was a compromise to utilize our space and other assets better, making money to reinvest and grow without risking what my sister already had.

“What do you think, Bella?”

“Okay, I love it too. We need around one hundred thousand euros to do this. I can easily borrow that money.”

“You don’t need to.”

Mom had been quiet until now. I stared at her with a furrowed brow and quizzical expression while she beamed from ear to ear. Bella and Luca looked surprised as well.

“What do you mean, Mom?”

“I have more than that amount saved, Carla. I would happily loan the money and agree on how it can be repaid.”

I was speechless, staring at my Mom, who six months ago kissed me goodbye when I left on an unexpected adventure. Now, here we were together, with a sister I had never known and her husband, planning a new venture.

“Are you sure, Mom?”

“I’m sure I won’t be leaving here anytime soon, and if I can help the three of you, I’m in.”


Chapter Four

Kitchen Experiments

◆◆◆

The days blurred together, a kaleidoscope of colors, vague sounds, and many positive activities. By the time I glanced up from my workstation at the scribbles and sketches magnetized to my stainless steel backsplash, a week had passed by.

The routine of my fresh start felt comforting, with increasingly extended morning runs along empty alleyways and piazza, exhilarating sprints down waterside promenades, and stretching off in the warmth of my apartment. Each day, after a hot shower, I shared a hearty breakfast with my family and friends. It was as if a second chance at life was granted.

Piazza Bella was slowly losing money, but the cafe was packed for two hours at breakfast and almost full for two lunchtime sittings. Overall, we were marginally profitable, for which Bella looked relieved and grateful to everyone who worked hard. For the first year ever, she wouldn’t need to plunder her savings to keep everyone in full-time work.

Tourists stubbornly stayed away. Even the hordes of curious Chinese visitors who flocked at the end of the season, bringing new money and fresh excitement to discover the world, were thin on the ground.

Our kitchen back door was permanently closed, warding off chilly gusts that whistled through the piazza, grabbing every gap to exploit the warmth indoors. When anyone left our back door even slightly ajar, the rest of our kitchen brigade assaulted them with scowls and dirty looks. I worked tirelessly on my idea, the biggest challenge of which was to differentiate a menu and service from Trattoria Bella.

When others added their thoughts, drawings, and love hearts drawn onto Post-it notes and stuck them onto my wall, a loving collage of the best of us slowly emerged. 

Mom’s offer of financial support was quickly followed through with money in the bank. Bella insisted on providing security through her property in case our business idea failed. We were moving forward in baby steps, discussing internal remodeling with contractors and bidding on bankruptcy auctions for fixtures, fittings, industrial catering equipment, and furniture.

Bella was right to insist that I meet with the owner of Ristorante Quadri, so I agreed to see Federico out of politeness and, as she said, to expand my network.

When he arrived at Trattoria Bella, the polite, experienced restauranteur expertly scanned our far more humble eatery than the one he ran. He sat with Bella, Luca, and me with a twinkle in his eye, suggesting he was a kind man but not to be crossed.

He waved an arm expansively around the Trattoria with an approving expression and the grin of a man who knew we had an optimum table layout, maximizing our financial returns.

“I can see a Michelin Star on the door of your Trattoria one day, Bella.”

“We have far less extravagant goals at the moment.”

“They all say the same thing. Oh no! Not me, until one day, Michelin calls, and you join the rest of us in a desperate race to retain what they gave you.”

“You want two stars?”

“I want to progress. The secret to success is already in this dining room. What you did here with food and service is why Michelin will come, not in the expensive surroundings that so many invest in and fail. You have the best numbers in Venice.”

“Is this why you want Carla?”

“I want all three of you, but nobody will come. You are family, successful; why then would you leave, and what kind of a man would I be if I tried to break up what you have?”

Federico stared at me, judging, grinning like a man with a secret. I wasn’t sure if his visit was as a friend or foe because our restaurants competed for the same customers.

“Carla, I knew Bella’s mother and your father, Jack Keady.”

“Jack was also Bella’s Dad. We’re sisters.”

Federico smiled, and I realized my tone was a little fierce. It was important to declare our sisterhood whenever an opportunity was presented, and it felt like Bella agreed because she placed her hand gently over mine on the table and squeezed it.

“May I, sister?”

Bella nodded and asked permission to take on our discussion. What began as an attempt to secure my service seemed to have changed.

“Forgive my slip of the tongue.”

“Not wishing to be rude, Federico, but if you didn’t come to take Carla, may I ask why you are here?”

“I want to help you and myself.”

“Help how?”

“I want to make this competition more than a zero-sum game. At the moment, if you win, I lose, and vice versa. In the end, it destroys both of us.”

“That’s true.”

“With your new venture coming online, there is an opportunity for a few of us in Venice, with similar standards and opinions on menu and wine, to collaborate and bring more guests to our city.”

“That sounds positive, Federico.”

“I propose we approach the municipality and have them invest in a booking website advertising our restaurants as a food lovers’ destination. That way, we grow a bigger pie, retain more profits, deny greedy aggregators a hefty commission, and catch the bookings most befitting us before those customers land by air, sea, or on foot.”

It sounded like a great idea, but the Trattoria and our new restaurant were not mine to bargain with. Luca deferred to his wife, not because his opinion was any less valid but because he knew, as I did, that she, being the owner, needed to be allowed to negotiate.

“What do you think, Bella?”

“Are we competing against one another, Federico?”

“Yes and no. Instead of making and sharing a one-pound pie, we are growing it to double the size, with more to share for everyone.”

“We are also keeping more of our slice of the pie.”

“That’s it exactly, Bella. I cannot prove the numbers, but we will all do better and retain our profits. The municipality will build the booking website and charge two percent for its maintenance. In addition to presenting premium restaurants such as ours and yours, they will slowly add others, categorizing them.”

“How much do the aggregator websites cost?”

“It depends on the time of year. Now, it is less than five percent, but restaurants are almost in a bidding war up to thirty percent during the peak season.”

“Christ!”

“Yes. The aggregators own their customers through historic mailing lists, membership enrollment, and paying search engines to push our restaurant websites out of the way.”

“And in your plan, the municipality would replace these vultures?”

“Yes. More money being spent in Venice means more taxes for them. When an aggregator based in a tax haven takes thirty percent of a cover served here, the city loses.”

“I hadn’t considered it.”

Federico politely got up to leave and smiled at the three of us. He had said his piece, had nothing to gain from gossiping, and his restaurant marched inexorably toward lunchtime service, as ours did.

“I envy you starting out. This is the beginning of your exciting times. I wish you good luck and godspeed.”

“Thank you.”

After he left, we returned to our workstations. It was time for me to experiment with a new menu, and I had a fine, beautifully marbled Ossobuco to play with. All eyes glanced back and forth from their workstations to me, curiously studying, remembering what I did, and adding that to their body of knowledge.

Few things captivate chefs more than when a new menu is being experimented with.

I cross-cut the surface of my perfectly formed veal shanks, which Angelo sourced from a farmer he knew in Lombardy, the original home of my recipe. I seasoned, then rolled the meat in flour before browning it in a pan, releasing the natural aromas that had everyone’s nose twitching.

I added onions, celery, carrots, garlic, and rosemary before seasoning again. My dish simmered, and they slowly gathered around, watching intently, not for the genius of my ingredients but for the importance of timing how they were cooked.

“Adding seasoning gradually is crucial.”

“Yes, Chef,”

“Always deglaze the pan with white wine.”

“Yes, Chef.”

“And always use our head chef’s passata and veal stock because it is the finest in the country.”

Luca sat on his stool nearby, watching proudly. There might have been a time early on in our relationship when he considered me a rival, but we had both compromised our egos and were now firm friends, even relatives.

“You are bringing classic and loving style to an unassuming dish, Chef Carla. I love it, dear sister.”

“This is what we do.”

“It surely is.”

I added chicken stock to my pan, enjoying the waves of meaty stock and caramelized flavor that filled our kitchen. As I stirred everything in the pan without moving the veal shanks, I saw hungry faces, the finest compliment any Chef could pay another. I covered my frying pan with greaseproof paper, sealing down its sizzling ingredients, and then placed a steel lid over the top.

“Two hours in the oven at one hundred and fifty degrees will be perfect.”

“What accompanies your fine Ossobuco, Chef?”

“Gremolata, shimeji mushrooms, sautee potato, and cherry tomatoes”

While our chefs returned to their stations, I finely chopped fresh parsley leaves, crushed garlic, zested a lemon, added sea salt and olive oil, then mixed. After running the juices from my Ossobuco through a chinois, I had an excellent gravy, and my team gathered again as I assembled a masterpiece.

Everyone had a tasting spoon ready, sampling my leftover gremolata, the classic risotto I snuck in without telling them, and whatever scraps they could easily purloin without denying my fully dressed dishes.

When I stepped aside, leaving two perfectly dressed bowl-style plates of food at my station, our kitchen brigade descended with their spoons like polite locusts lining up at a strawberry field. Luca wrapped an arm around my shoulder and smiled at our team.

“I don’t need to taste your genius Carla. I already know it is perfect.”

“It was nice to experiment with something new.”

“Our people also love it because they see a future. A new dining room, exciting smells and tastes, new menu and wine list. It is a good time to work in this Trattoria.”

“Will you help with the wine list?”

“I thought perhaps we could make a day of it. It is time we sourced everything directly from vineyards to improve our margin and bring our customers something fresh and new.”

“Will Bella come, too, Luca?”

“You won’t be able to stop her.”

“Road trip for three in your two-seater car might be cramped.”

“Road trip for six in my father’s minivan. Margarita, Sam, and your mother will also join us. I asked them this morning.”

I was on cloud nine when I left the kitchen after lunchtime service. It was our lunch break, and I had something that needed to be done. A call had come, once too often for my liking, so I agreed to meet at the cafe, which was not exactly neutral territory, but at least it wasn’t in the Trattoria.

When I strolled through the door, our cafe servers cleared plates from a second lunchtime sitting. Mom smiled, and Sam pointed at the community table where my date waited alone.

“Hi, Judy.”

“Thank you for seeing me, Carla.”

My old friend and former boss smiled, stood, and hugged me, but I was cold and didn’t reciprocate as warmly as she would have liked, so Judy sat down, looking awkward, before waving a hand at the bench opposite.

“I’m sorry, Carla.”

“You did me a huge favor because I should have left Chez Judy’s years ago. We would never have met if I had listened to my father’s wisdom.”

“There were good times as well. Have you forgotten?”

I was heading into a squall, and that was partly my fault. Crawling over who was right or wrong suddenly felt beneath me. Judy had been a friend, and her restaurant was almost a star until it fell under the weight of too many egos, not least of all mine.

“I have discovered myself here, Judy, and have no desire to quarrel. What do you want?”

“I’ve come to make you an offer.”

“It doesn’t matter what you offer me. I’ve found happiness, love, and workplace satisfaction most people dream of but never attain. I live in an apartment with one of my apprentices, who feels like a little brother. My sister and her husband live downstairs. My mother and best friend run this Cafe.”

“What are you saying?”

“Why would I leave when my life, loves, and family are right here, in one glorious piazza nestled in one of the world’s finest cities?”

“Everyone talks about you, Carla. Most say you are the peasant Chef rising in Italy. A New York girl who returned to her roots found a sister and fell in love. I even heard you met your Dad’s old butcher, and he loves you. You are becoming a fairy tale, and I am surprised the writers back home haven’t descended here.”

“Mom takes care of all the calls and gives the writers a version of my life.”

“You should monetize. Come home, be creative, and get rich.”

“It’s all about money for you, Judy. I’m not interested in that because I already have everything it could buy me.”

Bella and Luca came into the cafe, closely followed by Angelo, then Maria, Sebastian, and everyone else. They were not hostile but keen to show their love and support for me. Judy glanced nervously at them, and I noticed the anxiety of a woman who had been losing significantly on life’s battleground for some time.

“Why has everyone come here, Carla?”

“They came early because they love me, and I love them. In a few minutes, our family meal starts.”

“Love is fabulous until you can’t pay the bills.”

“Which you can’t, Judy. You bet on the wrong head chef because his uncle was a food writer. I hear Guy Winter is as much an outcast of the food scene as Chez Judy. In the end, he brought both of you to your knees.”

“Yes. It has gone badly for everyone, but my restaurant can survive this storm and thrive if you come home and be the head chef you always should have been.”

“My achievements here are because of all the people in this room. They nurtured and encouraged me and allowed my leadership to succeed. We did this together. I would fail at Chez Judy’s.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t love the restaurant. I don’t wish to sound spiteful, but surely you can see how wonderful this small cafe is and how passionate the people behind me are. They care about feeding guests and each other before themselves.”

She looked around and slumped back in her chair. Judy’s was the approach I had most feared, not because there was a chance I would cave in and leave Italy, but because I didn’t want to seem spiteful or ungrateful for the few good memories Judy and I had.

“The chefs and front of house here look forward to June and the first fig harvest, knowing by October it ends. By March, we will be awash with fresh, vibrant Amalfi lemons, with the best coming after April.”

“I get it. You are happy here.”

“It is so much more than that, Judy. I am growing with others, learning something new every day, and feeling proud to share someone else’s smile. I am deeply fulfilled and have no intention of disturbing the natural flow of my life.”

Mom slid a plate of lasagna with three-times-fried crispy fries and a light salad in front of Judy. She smiled at me and then at Sarah Keady, inspecting the dish with a keen, expert eye. Sam poured a glass of red wine and handed it to Judy, and at that moment, Judy realized she was among friends.

“My brother sourced that wine, not from a wholesaler who knows a guy, but from the man who grew the grapes.”

Judy took a forkful of food and inspected the succulent layers of pasta, hugging rich, meaty, and creamy white sauces. She tasted it, frowning, smiling, and washing down her guilty pleasure with a slug of cheap, honest red wine. 

“This lasagna is the best I have tasted.”

“The food here is cooked with love, which makes all the difference.”

My friends sat at the community table near and around Judy, chatting with her while helping themselves to a portion of lasagna Mom delivered on a massive tray. A mountain of fries and a large steel bowl full of salad accompanied our family meal, which descended into a raucous celebration of our family love.

Sam poured more wine for those who wished to enjoy a glass; Amalfi-flavored lemon water was available for others. A more affable, contented group of diners there had never been such as the fine folk of Trattoria Bella and its sister cafe sat down to commune over food.

My sister sat on one side of me, with Luca on the other. My brother-in-law nudged me gently, whispering.

“You make beautiful speeches and the finest Ossobuco, sister.”

“Thank you, Chef.”

“It got me thinking about our trip around the vineyards of Lombardy. We should close the restaurants for a day or two, hire a coach, and take everyone to source wine together.”

“I think it’s a fine idea. You could ask the boss sitting on the other side of me.”

We both looked at Bella, who pretended to disapprove. Everyone cheered when she laughed and hugged me because what chef or front-of-house server doesn’t love a vineyard visit?

“We will all go, my beloved family. It is time we celebrated our art by adding the finest wine to our menu.”

“Can I come too?”

I was stunned by the question that silenced everyone. Judy quietly enjoyed her food and wine, and she cleared her plate rapidly. She looked relaxed and grinned awkwardly, probably terrified by her own question and how much she had surprised me and my sister.

“You would be very welcome to join us, Judy.”

“Thank you, Bella.”


Chapter Five

Getting Closure

◆◆◆

I managed afternoon prep with aplomb, brushing aside an unsettled feeling. Judy’s arrival in Venice wasn’t entirely unanticipated, but I expected she would visit in a few months. Christmas was one month away, and we had a heavy schedule of bookings starting in three weeks. A two-week window of opportunity to fill Bella’s coffers before the long, hungry march to Easter was not to be missed.

And yet Judy came, knowing that.

Shortly before evening service, I caught up with my sister, who sat alone on a bench in the piazza, wrapped up warm in a duvet jacket. When I sat beside her, she looped an arm through mine and smiled like a philosopher pondering their future.

I sighed, feeling as though I had been played too far.

“Is something bothering you, Carla?”

“Do you think Judy joining us on a sourcing field trip is a good idea?”

“It can’t do any harm, and she asked nicely.”

“Judy came here to coax me back to New York for Christmas, Bella. She didn’t care about our window to make some money. Our friendship boils down to what value I hold for her.”

Bella stretched out, reaching up to the starry sky while peeling a layer off her Crocs, pushing her heels out as far as they would go. My sister cricked her neck, then shot me a wry smile.

“What’s new, Carla? Restauranteurs are mostly selfish assholes. She wants Christmas for now, then Easter; after that, it will be the summer season, and then-.”

“Back to Christmas?”

“You could easily have your old life back, Carla. She will offer you the position of Head Chef and some shares in the business. You are an excellent cook, and our father was right; Venice polished you.”

“I would be miserable, Bella. I have a life here and love working with you, Luca, and our team.”

“Yeah. You haven’t lived until you wake up in the morning in a cold sweat, with trembling fingers and the heart rate of a marathon runner, before you check for electronic bookings. The joy of one plentiful day followed by three miserable ones is not to be envied.”

“Will you accept Federico’s offer of collaboration with the municipality and other restaurants?”

“Yes, but I want you to negotiate our participation in this initiative.”

“Why me?”

“Although he didn’t say it, we are competing with his Ristorante Quadri for covers. Your new dining menu is our most lucrative offer. Collaboration or not, Federico will wear a polite smile and play the kind old man while fighting us to feed the stars. You have more battlefield experience than I do, sister.”

“Because I am a New Yorker?”

“Not only that. A fire burns in you.”

“I don’t see how that’s true.”

“You walked out of a top job and left New York within days, almost detached my husband’s testicles with an eight-inch cook knife two weeks later, and then stared into the abyss with us. I am sure you will have the Hollywood elite eating from your hand.”

“I wouldn’t have blunted the knife, Bella. I was being very careful.”

We laughed together as the sisters and best friends we had become, drawing attention from passers-by, some arriving to be seated in our Trattoria. That pulled Bella away while I had a few more minutes until duty called, so I chilled out, taking stock of my life.

A chilly breeze urged me back indoors, but as I was about to round the corner of our building and return to the kitchen, familiar voices were locked in a heated debate.

“You give up on love too easily, cousin.”

“Carla has no interest in me, nor I in her, Maria. Liam proves it.”

“Liam is no longer her boyfriend. She is available. I know you come here often to snatch a look at your beloved. Just ask her out, Salvatore.”

“She is Satan as far as I am concerned. If the shoe were on the other foot and I kissed her while dating someone else, you would not think kindly of me, cousin.”

“Carla doesn’t know you the way I do. People deserve second chances, Salvatore.”

“Satan doesn’t.”

I strolled around the corner, feeling hurt and angry, wearing a scowl and feeling like a spider about to eviscerate and devour a fly. When Salvatore saw me, his eyes popped out of his head, and he glanced everywhere except for at me.

Maria hurriedly stamped on her cigarette butt, nodded apologetically at me, and sprinted inside our kitchen. I stood, eyeballing Salvatore like an archetypal spurned wife, tapping one foot on the concrete with both arms folded.

“Fucking Satan, now am I, Salvatore?”

“Sorry. Perhaps that was a little harsh.”

“No, please do go on. Don’t stop now because you are on a roll. It’s not enough for you to ignore me. Now, you have to speak meanheartedly behind my back.”

“You were cruel to me, Carla.”

“Yes, but does one kiss make me Satan?”

“A lusty kiss on the lips means you are into me and are currently aroused.”

“Was ours a lusty kiss?”

He stared at me with an angry look that slowly diminished as his facade dissolved. Salvatore’s expression grew more friendly, much like the one belonging to a fun-loving guy who once blocked my path during a run.

“No, it was not a passionate kiss, Carla. I felt like we were celebrating, and we both got over-excited.”

“We were celebrating fabulous news, Salvatore. I got caught up in the moment, and you were there. I like you very much, so I kissed you. It was a moment, and I have apologized, but it seems that is insufficient.”

“I am angry, Carla.”

“With me?”

“Not really. I am annoyed at myself. I didn’t feel much from our kiss either.”

“I lost a boyfriend because of that kiss, Salvatore. You lost the illusion that I might be the one. I’d say I have been punished enough for losing my head in a steamy moment.”

“But you were aroused, Carla?”

“It happens. We’re adults, and I am sure you understand.”

“I felt the same way.”

“But afterward, I wanted to be friends, and now I am Satan?”

“You are not Satan, Carla. I am sorry for saying that.”

My heart was buoyed, and a happy, tingling feeling surged through me. I felt exhilarated because losing a friend or gaining the opportunity of friendship was a big deal for me. It seemed Salvatore was similarly minded.

“Well, that’s progress at least. Maybe we can be friends.”

“We are already friends, Carla. I am just feeling grumpy about something else.”

Salvatore waved, smiled, and strolled away, but something in our exchange revealed how much he cared about friendship, family, and love. I returned to the kitchen, nodded politely at Maria’s inquiring stare, and inspected each station for its preparedness.

When I reached Anglelo, he looked like a frightened rabbit about to turn inside out. It was his first time at the sauces station, and even though his stocks, mother sauce ingredients, pans, and garnishes were ready, he was utterly melting down.

“You’ve got this Angelo.”

“I am shitting myself, Chef.”

“You are a great saucier. You’ve made each mother sauce a thousand times. The jus and sauces today are simple for you.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

He leaned over the station and wheezed like a steam pressure valve had been released. I saw white knuckles from both balled fists pressing hard on the stainless steel tables on either side of his gas hobs. Nobody else noticed Angelo’s terror because they all ran final station checks for ingredients, pans, and implements or were sharpening knives.   

“Listen to me. This is self-inflicted pressure, sweetheart. Being a saucier isn’t brain surgery.”

“No, these patients are awake, and they judge our performance with the ability to give bad reviews, Chef. It is so much more serious than brain surgery.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“Yes, I will.”

I placed my calming hand on his, easing Angelo’s fist open until he relaxed and smiled. I felt sibling love for my sensitive, strong apprentice, enjoying watching him grow in the kitchen as a chef and in my life as a decent man friend.

“I wouldn’t put you on sauces if I thought you might fail, Angelo.”

“I know.”

“You’ve got this.”

“Yes, I do.”

When his smile and expression looked confident, I left, moving quickly through the other stations until I reached Maria. She leaned close and whispered.

“My cousin came by here to see you, Carla. He has been many times in the last few days, hoping to bump into you.”

“And each time Salvatore saw you, not me.”

“Yes, you were busy or away from the kitchen each time.”

“Salvatore saw precisely who he came for, Maria.”

“Oh, stop, please.”

“No, sweetie, Salvatore loves you. You really must close the deal with him.”

“That’s not true. You guys kissed.”

“And nothing happened. No fire, sparks, surging passion, not even real arousal. That goes for both of us, by the way.”

She looked shocked, but I knew she must have a clue that Salvatore carried a torch for her. Maria’s cheeks speckled scarlet red and puffed out when she breathed deeply, belying the vigorous shaking of her head.

“I think you know who Salvatore loves, but for some reason, you wish to deny and project him onto me to avoid an awkward conversation with your parents.”

“They would not understand, Carla. It is so much more than an awkward conversation. We are first cousins.”

“So it is true then?

Maria leaned over the butcher’s block, still shaking her head in disbelief, then denial, and finally resignation. I was sorry for the girl who felt a forbidden love, knowing that the barrier in her family would bring much misery onto her and Salvatore’s shoulders.

When Maria looked up, her smile and radiant expression spoke of a love forged over many years.

“Maria… true love is more than chemistry. That beguiles and sparks things off, but love is like an onion with many layers. You and Salvatore have that. Don’t miss your chance.”

“He always picked me flowers when we were very small, proclaiming that he would marry me one day. We grew up together, almost as brother and sister, Carla.”

“But you are not siblings.”

“No, we are not.”

“Do you love Salvatore?”

“Yes. With all my heart.”

“Go to him then, Maria. Resolve this tonight, and to hell with the consequences. Life is too short to spend it with someone you don’t love.”

“You mean I should go right now?”

“You can catch up with butchery in half an hour. Salvatore is ten minutes away.”

Maria whipped off her bloodied apron, grinned at me, and flew out of the door, much to everyone’s shock. I smiled, feeling relieved. As our boucher left, Mom came through the door because the cafe was closed, and she loved to hang out with me for the first part of the service.

She hugged me and sat beside my station on the stainless steel table, eating a ripe Granny Smith’s apple.

“I saw Maria running. Is everything okay?”

“She’s going to her beloved.”

“Salvatore?”

“Yes.”

“He’s been hanging around here a lot lately, Carla. At first, I thought he was trying to bump into you, but his cute smiles and jokes outside were intended for Maria, and the timings of his visits always coincided with her breaks.”

“They are in love. You can tell because he chases after her. I am happy for them and for this moment because it closes the book on three problems.”

“Okay, let me guess. The first problem solved - I guess Salvatore is your friend again?”

“Yes.”

“Second problem solved… Maria is happy.”

“Also correct.”

Mom went silent, munching on her apple, deep in thought.

Suddenly, our war erupted. An order for two sea bass, one ribeye steak medium rare, and half a roast chicken was bellowed out from the top of Luca’s lungs. My adrenaline spiked, and happiness filled me as I watched a kitchen brigade in full, synchronized attack, stirring, sizzling, flipping, spooning, and loving the food our lucky diners would eat.

Angelo was a gladiator, perfectly in tune with his task, and I grinned proudly from ear to ear.

Looking perplexed, my mother tossed her apple core into our food waste bin.

“What’s the third problem solved by Salvatore and Maria being together, Carla?”

“Liam never came back for me because I wasn’t worth it to him, proving that what we had was chemistry. Salvatore’s kiss meant nothing to him or me except a moment of arousal, more deceiving chemistry, and now both spells are broken.”

“You are free, daughter.”

“I am free, Mom.”

Service was a huge success, and I was pleased for Angelo that he became a saucier in his own mind, already being one weeks ago in mine. When we all strolled into the Trattoria to share a drink after the front door was closed, Maria held back, so I went to her.

“Is Salvatore waiting outside?”

“Yes.”

“Then go to him.”

“Are you sure, Carla?”

“If anything important is said here, I will message you. Go, Maria, be happy.”

She hugged me tightly, kissed my cheeks heartily, and ran, a girl in love with a boy who finally got what he wanted. I thought fleetingly about Liam, felt the closure of our relationship in my healing heart, and moved one step closer to understanding why chemistry is such a bitch.

After a glass of wine, a few biscotti, and a laugh with our team, I stood at the kitchen door, about to leave. Angelo sat at a table talking with the guys about his first night as a saucier, describing one step at a time as though regaling the highlights of a World Cup soccer game where Italy eventually won.

Bella stood beside me, smiling at a group of four men enjoying their camaraderie.

“For the boys, this playground is their battlefield, Carla.”

“That is what testosterone does.”

“I would never change them. They see victory in ways we miss, and now, together, they celebrate like warriors. I love seeing them like this, laughing, telling war stories, and building relationships.”

“Boys can be annoying, too.”

“But we still love them.”

“I wish, Bella.”

“He will come, sister. In the meantime, I have spare batteries if you need them.”

I left our team and messaged Maria, wishing her the best while passing on a few points that were mentioned. In two days, on a Monday, our road trip to the vineyards of Lombardy was booked, and Luca allowed everyone a plus one, having booked a fifty-two-seater coach.

I had no one to bring, but it didn’t matter anymore because I was young, had excellent prospects, and learned how to avoid bad chemistry. When I stepped into my apartment shower, I couldn’t have been happier, soaping off the sweat and grime of a long, hard day’s work while rinsing the man I had almost loved out of my life.

Angelo was almost silent when he came to bed, by which time I had already used plenty of juice from the batteries housed inside my rabbit vibrator. A good, hard orgasm from six inches of firm latex buried inside my pussy complimented by two clitoris tickler nubs, dragging my sticky pearl from side to side.

For now, I felt relaxed and satisfied.

In the morning, I dressed for a run, pleased that my regular route flying past Salvatore’s family restaurant was back in bounds. I didn’t see him along the way, but I hoped he and Maria woke up somewhere in each other’s arms.

If I couldn’t get any, I hoped she got plenty.

On my way past the fish market, I spotted Luca, who waved and grinned. It was his domain, and he looked happy, ready for another day. I eased up, stopped, and walked over to him, pointing at the wooden crates at his feet.

“You could just place a regular order, Luca.”

“You know that I must touch, see, and smell. Seafood is so much more temperamental than purchasing meat. If I allow them, the thieves in this place will send me three fresh squid and one from yesterday’s catch. They are all bastards.”

Luca waved an expansive arm over the entire market, grinning to add gravity to his insult. Many heard him, flicked the bird, and tossed back their insults in machine-gun Italian.

“Do you see Carla? Trust is only possible when looking the other man in the eye.”

“Women are no different.”

“That’s very true, although the fairer sex is nice to look at.”

“Bella asked me to tackle Federico.”

“My wife is the General, Carla. She understands her soldiers well and places us in positions where we can achieve our greatest outcomes. Two sisters united in a common goal is a formidable combination.”

“And one brother.”

“Yes. One very fortunate husband and brother.”


Chapter Six

Chef In Heat

◆◆◆

Getting through the rest of the week and weekend was a breeze because I worked non-stop through every prep session and its corresponding service, taking few breaks. The Trattoria was half-booked, meaning I had time to experiment with fresh menu ideas for our new restaurant.

I had a rejuvenated and romantically smitten Maria help me with meat cuts and tie-offs I wanted to try. Angelo, my new saucier, made a light jus and played with siphon equipment and gas cartridges to get the exact bubble size I needed on beetroot and other exotic foams.

Each day, I rose early, ran hard on my favorite route, and twice broke a personal best before breakfast with my family. I worked until I was so exhausted that I crawled into my shower, half asleep almost at midnight.

It was my planned life reboot, and I wanted to use the time to get myself into a routine.

By the end of our Sunday evening service, I felt tired but needed something to help me unwind. Bella joined me in my apartment, where we shared a bottle of wine and some gorgonzola cheese that bordered on unhealthy.

“You are working too hard, Carla.”

“It focuses my mind.”

“You have no life.”

“It keeps me out of trouble.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“Nothing… no, no, sorry, slip of my tongue.”

Bella eyeballed me precisely the way a surgeon does to a patient when assuming everything they say about their medical history is a lie. Discovering we were sisters made sense to both of us. The prime among them was our ability to read each other better than anyone else could.

“Spit it out, sister.”

We had a truth-telling, dueling moment where I metaphorically ran for cover, winced, frowned, whined, and shook my head while my sister pursed her lips, crossed her legs, and folded her arms, making it clear she was going nowhere, and neither was her question.

“Liam awoke something inside me.”

“Do you mean love?”

“No… the beast within. Do you know what I mean? After so many years of shitty sex with Dave, suddenly, I had an awesome lover in my bed. Liam woke that in me.”

“Are you telling me you feel horny, Carla?”

“All the fucking time. Except when I am exhausted, and don’t mention sex toys again because I want a man with energy, warmth, and love, not a battery-powered latex friend.”

“Find a guy, Carla. Use a dating app. It doesn’t have to be a hookup, or it can be if you need to scratch an itch, but then there is your reputation to consider. You could have had Salvatore, but-.”

“He loves Maria. I would have become Salvatore’s final fling until he realized our boucher was his soulmate. A messy breakup would have ensued, and we might have lost Venice’s best kitchen butcher.”

“Salvatore is coming on the trip with Maria.”

“We are friends again, Bella. Nothing more.”

“Good. Let’s hope this trip delivers us more than wine, then. Perhaps you getting laid should be on our list of priorities.”

“My body wants to fuck, Bella, but my soul wants to make love with a mate for life.”

“Seems you have a civil war in your body, sweetheart. At least for now, you are exhausted, but you had better bring running gear for our trip. I guarantee there will be lots of hot guys at the vineyards, and with you in-season, I don’t think you’ll have to go without a lover for much longer.

Bella wafted a hand all around me, laughing at my confession. She kissed me on the forehead and made her retreat.

I slept well and woke late at 8 a.m., staring at the ceiling, feeling more relaxed than I had been in weeks. Trattoria Bella was closed for two days, and I rested with no running, no breakfast, and no work. With an hour to prepare for our coach trip, I was cutting it fine if I wanted to wash and condition my hair, but somehow, I knew I could do it and be ready on time.

My plan was suddenly scuppered when Bella shuffled into my bedroom dressed in her bathrobe. She lifted my duvet, yawned, and slipped into bed beside me, giggling.

“What are you laughing about, Bella?”

“I was just thinking about lonely, horny you sharing an apartment with a gorgeous gay guy.”

“Even if he were straight, Angelo has recently turned eighteen. He’s barely legal.”

“You would be a cougar.”

“I would be a slut taking advantage of a sweet man, and in any case, he has become my little brother. Angelo is off the menu regardless of his sexuality.”

I rested, contemplating my lack of love and a deeply aching, unfulfilled lust. An orgasm would be such a wild start to my day, but without love, I didn’t want the awkwardness of using a guy who did the same to me.

“I can’t believe my luck, Carla.”

“In what way?”

“Luca’s recovery and you coming into my life. Also, my finances have never been so healthy at this time of the year, and we have two full days off work, sister. It feels like a holiday, and I have many good reasons to celebrate it with all my family.”

“We have fifty minutes until the coach leaves, Bella. What about breakfast?”

“Luca has packed enough pastries and flasks of coffee for everyone. He started working with Angelo three hours ago. Field trips are his passion because my husband believes he is rediscovering Italy, one glass of wine or sliver of cheese at a time.”

“He’s such a sweetheart.”

“Yes. He is a king among men. Although, they are a strange bunch, Carla.”

“In what way?”

“They can only do one thing at a time.”

“But they do it so well, Bella.”

“Luca certainly did something to an Olympic standard last night.”

“Oh, that’s so fucking unfair.”

“At least one of us is getting some, dear sister.”

Bella burst into a fit of giggles, closely followed by me. I rolled out of bed, walked into the bathroom, and dropped my pajamas where I stood. I stepped into the shower while my sister made my bed before leaving. I felt happier than I had in a long time, but I still yearned for a man to share my life with.

I wore button-up fly pre-faded blue jeans, a white roll-neck sweater, and a blue body warmer over the top. I sipped an espresso in the kitchen, found it cold and stale, and discarded it, quickly tidying my home before going downstairs. Bella was alone in the kitchen with all the lights on while she pored over a map of Italy.

“We will be late, Bella.”

“I promise we won’t.”

“Where is everyone?”

“Already gone. Don’t worry, we have time, and I booked a water taxi for you and me.”

Bella never looked up, tapping a double espresso beside her half-drunk one with the pencil she used to make a series of numbers on her map.

“I’m sure the coffee I left you upstairs was cold once you showered, and I hope you didn’t drink it.”

“I did not. What are those pencil numbers?”

“My choices of vineyards. Luca gets today; Margarita and I have tomorrow.”

“We’ll be late if we’re not careful, Bella.”

“Do you believe the coach will leave without us?”

“Not if the driver wants to survive the next two days.”

Bella looked up and smiled, folding her map before sliding the pencil into an old, scruffy Moleskin notepad. It bulged with loose pages and had stained, gnawed edges, held together with elastic bands and secrets.

“Your mother has gone on ahead in a water taxi with Angelo and Luca to pack the food in the coach and prepare to serve breakfast on board. We have all the time in the world. You can guarantee Margarita, Sam, and her two children will be late. How could they possibly be on time?”

“You don’t know Sam.”

“But I know Margarita well. Right now, she will drive her girlfriend insane over a map of Italy where she will have marked up all her favorite vineyards in Lombardy. Sam will throw clothes at the kids with minutes until their deadline while my sister-in-law agonizes about wine and her map, sitting at a table in her underwear.”

“She is an expert, I guess. Wine is her passion, after all.”

“Margarita is good with wine, Luca is better, but I am the best, Carla.”

“Are you really?”

Bella glanced in every direction, grinning like she had kept an enormous secret. She giggled, and I smiled because I hadn’t seen her in such high spirits in a long time. Luca was an exceptional sommelier, so I figured my sister was having a joke with me.

“Come with me, Carla; I will show you.”

My sister led me downstairs into the cellar, where our casks, barrels, and cases of wine were stacked alongside two long stainless steel racks filled with canned and dry foods. It was our stock room, and Bella led me through to a far corner door, which she opened.

Inside was her family treasure trove, where old furniture Bella didn’t want to dump, linens she didn’t need, dusty bedside lamps, and framed photographs were neatly stacked. I looked around the unremarkable, well-organized room roughly the size of a squash court, seeing nothing that might back up her claims of being the best sommelier among us.

“You’ve lost me, Bella. This is a room full of heirlooms.”

“That is what Luca believes.”

Bella was almost wetting herself from laughing. She gripped my wrist and pulled me along excitedly through a maze of her belongings to a massive carved wooden wardrobe.

“Here we are, Carla.”

“What’s inside? Narnia?”

“Open it.”

I shook my head, pulled the wooden handle, opened the heavy door, and, instead of seeing a few rows of great wines in a wardrobe, to my utter amazement, another room sprawled beyond. When Bella flicked a light switch on our side of the wardrobe, I saw an old wine cellar roughly the same size as the room we were in.

“A false back, Bella?”

“My secret room… now, our secret, sister. If Narnia were a wine cellar, this would be it.”

“Wow.”

“Step inside my theatre of dreams.”

Bella closed the wardrobe door behind us after we stepped through. She couldn’t stop laughing at my shock. The room was spotless, with a polished concrete floor, unrendered red brick walls, and a vaulted ceiling. Her treasure of wine was well-lit and had an old-fashioned wooden writing bureau and chair to my right with six rows of wine racks roughly half-stacked in front.

“What about water ingress, Bella?”

“Behind the red brick is white Istria stone. That keeps Venice’s cellars waterproof.”

I rifled through the documents on her desk, including various invoices, new purchase orders, and stock listings. An old computer with a small desk screen looked like something her Mama would have used.

“My mother started our collection when there was a regular door here. After she died, I maintained the cellar, learned about wine, and expanded it fourfold. I removed the wardrobe plywood back and slid the whole thing in front of the door when my insurance company refused to cover the contents. I made this place a secret to secure it.”

“Nobody can steal a secret, Bella.”

“Eight thousand, four hundred and sixty-five bottles, the oldest being a 1976 Barolo. The most expensive, also a Barolo, is the Cappellano Otin Fiorin Pie Franco-Michet.”

“How much?”

“Around seven hundred Euro per bottle buying price today. Selling in a restaurant would be considerably more.”

“How much did you buy for?”

“A case of six cost me one hundred and twenty euros per bottle on the year they were laid down. I have six cases.”

“Perhaps you are in the wrong line of work Bella. This collection must be worth a fortune if you traded and auctioned.”

“More than two hundred thousand euros. Mama always said if you wanted to make it to the big leagues, you needed strength in depth with a brilliant kitchen brigade and front-of-house team. A classy wine cellar is the icing on our cake.”

“How classy is this collection?”

“I have French, German, New World, Italian, and some Georgian and Bulgarian wines. Whenever we go on vacation or take a day trip to a place, I have already done my research, and I buy a few bottles, wrap them in white paper like they are cheap, and pack them in the car.”

“What does Luca say?”

“He thinks my wine is for quaffing in our apartment, so I keep changing stock around, but rarely with any bottle worth more than twenty euros. The subterfuge is great fun.”

“And Luca doesn’t know about this place?”

“He has not even the slightest suspicion. You are the only human who knows about my secret craft and collection.”

“Why haven’t you told him?”

Bella smiled and glowed like a woman who deeply loved her man. She wandered down one row while I followed, and her eyes lit up when she read labels, each bringing back a treasured memory.

When Bella turned at the walled end and faced me, she waved her arms around the room.

“This wine cellar is my gift to him for when my Luca chases his Michelin Star. I believe that moment is fast approaching, Carla. Now he has you, and the brigade aligns perfectly like the stars at night.”

“Fuck! This is some collection, Bella. Luca will be overjoyed.”

“When I give it to him, he will sleep down here for a month, and I will join him.”

“Why are you showing this to me?”

“Because you and he are on the same culinary path to stardom, you will help each other become great. You can visit here anytime and imagine your new menu while I wait for the best possible time to show Luca.”

“When will you tell him?”

“On the day my pregnancy test is positive. I want to give my husband something special for the wonderful baby he gave us.”

I browsed the rows of wine, amazed by the variety and volume of her collection. She talked, and I listened, seeing firsthand that Bella had an incredibly detailed knowledge of wine. I couldn’t believe she had kept it a secret, but for the ten minutes or so we had before time pressed urgently, I was educated in the history and geography of her collection.

With ten minutes to go until the coach’s scheduled departure, we rushed back upstairs, and Bella locked the Trattoria. She had a water taxi waiting in our rarely used canal backwater, and we leaped inside, almost immediately slammed back into our luxurious leather seats by an enthusiastic boat driver who gunned the throttle.

We arrived at Piazzale Roma with seconds to spare, and Bella, ever the sassy wife, leaped out of the water taxi on a pier fifty meters from where Luca sat on her suitcase. She bowed, smiled at him, and tapped her watch, claiming we had arrived perfectly on time.

He gesticulated wildly as though disagreeing, walking over to meet us. Bella laughed, winked at me, and helped me disembark the water taxi.

“I am on time. You are late, Carla.”

“How am I late?”

“You have not stepped onto the pier.”

“Luca won’t judge me any more harshly than you.”

“Men are such excellent time-keepers, focused on every step of the journey, planning things down to the second. They throw any old clothes on, dry their unconditioned hair in seconds, shave far fewer parts of their body than we do, wear no make-up, and still look perfect.”

“We take longer, Bella, I understand. Can you please stop talking about men because I want one?”

“We are worth the wait, sister. Your man is somewhere close by, watching out for you.”

The closer he got, the more Luca’s frustration melted away, replaced with love radiating from his broad smile and the bright sparkle in his eyes. When he came nose to nose with Bella, her arms wrapped around his neck, she smiled cutely, and the couple kissed passionately while my brother-in-law proclaimed his undying love.

“You look beautiful, Bella.”

“I did all of this, especially for you, husband.”

“You are on time even though all this work creating perfection has cost you dearly.”

“Are Sam and Margarita here?”

“They asked for ten minutes more. My sister spent too much time pondering over her map. Sam sounds quite annoyed about the whole thing. I told her not to worry because I could give my sister great tips, being our best sommelier.”

“Of course you are, sweetheart.”

“Shall we board and start breakfast while we wait? If everyone else is here, it would be good to have something to eat.”

When I boarded our luxury coach, more than thirty people bid me a good day, smiling excitedly. I walked along the passageway, shaking hands, kissing, and welcoming everyone. Angelo and Sebastien sat around halfway along, and the pair of seats behind them were free.

Luckily, my mother was sitting on the opposite side of the aisle, so I would have plenty to talk about all the way to our overnight rest stop. Less fortunate, my old friend and former boss sat beside her. When Judy tried to stand up to join me, my mother placed a hand on her shoulder, shaking her head politely.

“You asked to come on a trip to the vineyards, Judy. Carla deserves to be left in peace, so please, if you are recruiting, make it a new wine supplier, not a Head Chef.”

“Yes, but-.”

“No buts. Leave well alone, please, Judy.”

“Okay.”

Judy looked sullen, but I was pleased Mom interceded. My previously obscure pathway to happiness was clearing; new friendships were built while old ones were repairing. Fresh opportunities opened, and my life’s reboot moved at a pace.

All that remained was for me to find romance.


Chapter Seven

Hidden Truths

◆◆◆

“Is this seat taken?”

“No.”

“May I sit with you, please, Carla?”

“Of course.”

A man I had never met before who knew my name sat beside me, raising every red flag I had. My defenses were up.

When he caught their eye, his infectious smile made every girl on the coach grin back, married or not. He flirted with piercing blue eyes that sparkled and spoke to an inner mischief I wanted nothing to do with.

The coach set off quickly and without warning, jerking everyone around in their seats. My stranger bounced closer to me, rubbing thighs. I smiled politely and glanced down, so he moved back, looking apologetic.

He set a case of wine on the floor between our feet, a ploy to start our conversation.

Okay… I’ll play.

“A wooden case means you value the wine.”

“Or maybe I am polishing something cheap and selling for more than it is worth. Many vineyard owners do that.”

“You wouldn’t say that if it were true about your wine.”

“Wouldn’t I? Perhaps I am goading you into a discussion about my wine.”

I was hauled into a game of mental chess. My opponent tried to get inside my head, making a play to establish his sincerity. Perhaps he enjoyed toying with others. I couldn’t tell, which begged my further investigation, possibly his goal from the outset.

“I think you are a vineyard owner who took a chance and traveled here to meet our group first. You did your homework, discovered my name, and targeted me because Bella, the owner of our venture, is married.”

“Do you believe I use my boyish charm and good looks to win, Carla?”

“Don’t you?”

“Yes, but surely, as a woman, you understand this ploy works very well.”

“I never use such tactics.”

“Ahh, okay. So you never flirted or shot a cute look at some guy you needed a favor from?”

I was hoisted by my own petard. Of course, I had sometimes used feminine wiles to advance my cause. A cute look at an airport check-in guy once got me bumped up. I wasn’t about to admit such deceit to a stranger, so I changed tack.  

“You figure I have influence, but I don’t know why you have drawn that conclusion.”

I left him with my thoughts and looked out the window, feigning disinterest. He wasn’t part of our Trattoria family, and I doubted he was sneaking a free ride to his destination, so I assumed he must be a trader or grower working an angle.

As we exited the coastal area tied to Venice, enjoying a traffic-free Autostrada, snow-capped peaks beckoned in the distance. The sky was a radiant blue; even through thick tinted glass, the sun warmed my face despite temperatures outside being below ten Celcius.

The stranger tapped my shoulder, and I feigned my surprise that he was still sitting beside me.

“I am Giovanni, and you are very sharp, Carla.”

“Like an eight-inch chef’s knife at the beginning of prep.”

“The question is… will you stop the bus and make me walk home?”

“That depends on how good your wine is and how well you sell yourself before we exit the Autostrada. It would be illegal to dump you here.”

“I have an entry-level Lombardy red for your Trattoria this year with a Reserva coming in twelve months. My wines would be top of the range in your cafe, though.”

“We don’t serve alcohol at the cafe.”

“Perhaps you should. Once you get a license for your new evening dining restaurant, it would be easy to extend that to cover lunchtime. One wine serving two customers. I can even white label for you in the Cafe.”

“But not for the Trattoria or our proposed fine dining restaurant?”

“I must grow my brand. Your project appeals to me because I can be the first to support you. It is hard for me to sell my wine to established restaurants and impossible to break into Michelin territory.”

He shrugged. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to earn credit for his work, and I was impressed by his sassy approach.

“You are very well informed about our plans, Giovanni.”

“I am keen to sell directly to restaurants, avoiding the vulture distributors.”

“So you circled above our coach this morning, joined the squeeze coming in, probably lining up alongside a couple of girls, and you pretended to be their plus one.”

“Right on all counts, Carla.”

For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how Giovanni knew about us, but I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to impress me by asking. These days I was in a great routine; he was gently hitting on me, and I didn’t want the trouble.

Giovanni rifled his fingers through thick, blonde hair, shooting me his cutest smile. His boyish expression had mischief etched all over it, and I was sure that his well-practiced approach had caused many women to slide down their panties pretty quickly.

He was obviously a rogue, possibly an honest one, because he declared the status of his wine. That being said, if it came to a taste test, given the expert palates of our coach trip attendants, Giovanni would soon be discovered if his wine failed to meet expectations.

“I am not the influencer here, Giovanni.”

“Maybe not, but you are the most beautiful woman.”

“One more line like that, and you’ll walk.”

“As a simple farmer, I must use my gifts.”

“Prove to me that you are a simple farmer.”

He held a hand, palm facing down, then turned it over. What was normal on one side was heavily calloused on the other. I took his hand and rubbed my fingers over the rough patches of hard labor.

“You work very hard.”

“I also have strong fingers to roll the kinks out of your neck muscles.”

I wagged a finger in his face and laughed at Giovanni’s outrageous flirting. Much to my surprise, he looked embarrassed and a little upset. He leaned towards me, whispering.

“You need my wine in your restaurant, Carla.”

“Why?“

“I am investing my money where my mouth is. It cost me time and money to come to Venice, do my research, and eat dinner in your Trattoria for a few evenings. I am the horse to back because I already bet on you.”

“You should probably open a bottle of your excellent wine and let everyone taste it. Must it be decanted?”

“It’s better if you do, but even straight from the bottle and aired in a glass, it will still tantalize your taste buds.”

Giovanni stood and uncorked a bottle with a flourish, making sure to draw everyone’s attention. He fished around in his bag for a stack of plastic sample cups and began pouring, expertly balancing from one foot to another on a coach that leaned heavily in and out of corners as we started climbing into the hills.

“Have you done this many times before, Giovanni?”

“This is my first guerilla marketing campaign.”

“Why are you doing this now?”

“People are talking about the Trattoria of love and family you have all created.”

“Oh, come on. That’s a pickup line.”

“It’s true. Like all industries, we have gossipers who trade on information. I paid for a hot tip, and that was you. I checked you out with local suppliers, and all signs pointed me to Trattoria Bella. ”

“Are you serious? You paid to know about our plans?”

“Well, yes, but the tip related specifically to you as the sous chef.”

“You paid someone who tipped you about me?”

“It cost me three nights of accommodation at the vineyard and a few bottles of wine.”

“Who was it?”

“The guy said I could charge his card later if his tip failed. He was an American called Liam.”

“Liam?”

“Yes. He spoke highly of your cooking and said any restaurant where you worked would be a success.”

I felt shocked, and my fingers trembled, but I held myself together. After he handed me a cup and poured his wine into it, Giovanni passed another to my Mom and Judy, addressing both by name, before heading toward Bella and Luca.

“Be careful that you don’t fall, Giovanni.”

“I will never fall.”

He impressed Luca and Bella, almost immediately getting his vineyard on our itinerary. I didn’t care because thoughts of Liam consumed me. Was this a genuine sign of friendship or a stalker tactic? There was nothing about my ex-boyfriend’s behavior that suggested he might be obsessive or otherwise psychotic.

I sipped Giovanni’s wine, swilled, aerated, and swallowed, impressed that he had been honest. It was a great tipple, but as with everything, a decision to buy would come down to price.

Bella left her seat and strolled down the aisle, joining me, grinning and wearing a scandalized expression.

“Liam?”

“Apparently so. He traded my name as a hot tip for a few night’s accommodation.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“It’s bizarre behavior, Bella. I mean, how the fuck does the conversation at a bed and breakfast place turn into, hey, I’ll trade you the cost of my stay for a tip that might help you sell some wine?”

“Money and favors do change hands for insider information. Our expansion with plans for accolades makes us a target. You should call Liam.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Why not?”

“He pushed me away when I tried to talk, ending it. I don’t want to reopen old wounds.”

“Okay… what did you think of the wine?”

“I loved it.”

“Good, because his place is our second stop. We’re squeezing his vineyard in. Giovanni has prepared food with the expectation of hooking us.”

“Has he hooked us, Bella?”

“I think so. I saw him trying different menu items for a few nights in the Trattoria. He liked the house’s red wine although he only swilled and spat into a bucket he asked for.”

“That’s a bit weird.”

“Maybe, but also, it could be that he drinks enough every day and doesn’t want more. He tipped very well. If he stayed at a hotel in Venice for two nights with travel and other expenses, this trip cost him several hundred Euros.”

“Giovanni is getting involved with us early.”

“Which impresses me.”

“Me too, Bella.”

My sister leaned her head against my shoulder, staring at the same countryside I did. Giovanni floated around the coach, wobbling but staying upright while pouring more samples and talking with everyone about his wines.

From what I overheard, he had replanted all the vines using stock from one specific field his father had ignored. Over five years, Giovanni tore out several acres of poorly grafted vines, revamping the failing business bequeathed to him.

By the time we reached our first vineyard, a frost had burned off, and the sun outside was intense, but my breath condensed, so I slipped on a thick duvet jacket and looked around at our first stop on the tour.

I reached out for Bella’s arm just as she was about to meet the vineyard owner, an old lady who used a cane to limp and seemed unable to see clearly.

“This doesn’t look right, Bella.”

“It isn’t the vineyard I marked up. I have no fucking clue what’s going on.”

“Shall we leave?”

“That old lady looks like she made the most important journey of her life from sitting in front of the TV to coming outside and seeing us, Carla. I can’t do it to her.”

I joined the back end of our tour. Giovanni held back, too, and I wasn’t sure if that was because he had snuck into a competitor’s vineyard or if he was closing in on me.

“I noticed you didn’t drink your wine on the coach.”

“I don’t drink, Carla.”

“Seriously… you don’t drink wine?”

“I don’t drink any alcohol.”

“Why not?”

“It destroyed my father.”

“Oh, I see.”

We walked around what felt like a medieval fortress home that had recently suffered a barbarian siege. The sizeable cobbled courtyard was rough, undulating, and rutted with many missing stones. 

Small circular islands missing half their borders sported giant trees someone had planted long ago. I imagined the shade would be helpful when temperatures soared, but today, spindly, dead twigs hung like ugly skeletons from sick-looking branches. The trees were unloved by an owner who couldn’t trim, beautify, or make them flourish.

An old wooden cart was abandoned in the middle of the yard. It looked sad and wishy-washy, with peeling red, green, and blue paint daubed on its frame. It was a strange ornament that collected dead leaves around its wheels.

I wasn’t impressed.

“Are you impressed, Carla?”

“No.”

“Oh dear. I gave it my best shot, too.”

“Oh no, sorry… I thought you meant this vineyard. It looks unloved.”

“It is very unloved, like many family vineyards that didn’t make their brand work. They mostly sell to export distribution chains, which pass stock on to giant supermarkets, retailing it for peanuts to people who know little about wine and just want to get drunk.”

“There are legions of people who buy wine by its percentage alcohol content.”

“These vineyards employ nobody, Carla, and their owners sit in a drafty house that gradually wither like their vines.”

“That’s very poetic. Why are we here?”

“I have no idea. This is not my coach trip… I only snuck in behind enemy lines. The important thing is, are you impressed by me?”

“With you or your wine?”

“Both.”

“I love the wine. It is precisely what you said it would be.”

“And me?”

“Please don’t hit on me, Giovanni.”

“I think hitting on you is a coarse way to describe what I am doing. I’m just a boy, interested in a girl, nothing more.”

“I’m just out of a relationship.”

“With Liam?”

“How did you know?”

“He warned me that you are not girlfriend material. I did the sums and figured there was a relationship between you.”

“You are quite the detective.”

“I checked thoroughly after agreeing to Liam’s terms. Then, when I reached Venice, I discovered only kind words spoken about you. It was a good job because I was about to charge his card and write off the time it cost me.”

“Is that all Liam said about me?”

“Yes, but he was very busy frolicking with his wife.”

“His what?”

“His wife. She visited him in Florence from the USA for a couple of months. They wanted to spend a few days in the hills.”

“Did you catch his wife’s name, Giovanni?”

“I think her name was Sarah. I gather she arrived a few weeks ago. Liam is a player of people and opportunity. He was quite drunk when suggesting he could pay me with information.”

I suddenly felt sick and wanted to run and hide somewhere. Tears welled in my eyes, and I stared at the floor, kicking stones. Giovanni knew something was wrong, and he shouted for my sister, who was inside a dilapidated stone building inspecting the vineyard’s production facility.

She looked back, saw my distressed state, and came running.

“What’s wrong, Carla?”

“It’s about Liam.”

“What about him?”

“His wife visited.”

“Fuck!”

Bella frogmarched me to the coach, waving for my mother. When I sat down inside, floods of tears followed, and I felt heartbroken. My mind ruptured, and all sorts of awful thoughts invaded.

I had been used and taken for a fool. 


Chapter Eight

The Beauty Of Love And Care

◆◆◆

“Are you okay, Carla?”

I bit my lip, choking back tears while my mind blanked, and I felt terrified. I had dated and slept with a married man, a happily married one at that, or so it now seemed. My heart cleaved apart like slate, splitting and then shattering on the ground while overwhelming emotions swept me into a million self-destructive thoughts.

I closed my eyes and remembered the moment on an airplane when I first met Liam. I traced the timeline through our romance, love, sex, and the tragic breakup that ended my finest relationship. I couldn’t find a single sign that he was married. Not a pale wedding band on his finger, no name-dropping while he slept, nor any deviation from his story about a dead wife carrying their unborn child.

I rubbed both thighs with sweaty palms. My head was bowed, and I swallowed hard, composing myself. Suddenly, from somewhere deep inside, a calm, kind voice spoke to me.

Forgive yourself and heal, Carla.   

“I will be okay soon, Bella.”

“I don’t understand.”

I sat upright and let my hands fall from covering my tear-stained face, straining a smile as my mood altered considerably. When I looked at Bella, I smiled and felt the green shoots of happiness germinate from the dark soil of my misery. My new routine had helped me on the road to recovery, but Liam had now saved me, albeit my tear ducts would take some time to get the memo.

“I don’t feel guilty about Liam anymore. Kissing Salvatore wasn’t my finest moment, but at the time, I was dating a cheating married man. I’ve learned how not to behave, but believe it or not, I’ve finally got closure.”

“You don’t care about Liam anymore, then?”

“No. I have never wronged him. I never harmed Salvatore either because it was just a kiss, and now he has moved on to find his soulmate.”

“Brava ragazza. I am so proud to be your sister.”

Bella and my mother hugged me tightly, squeezing my sadness away like lemon juice from a succulent ripened fruit. As every second passed, I put Liam further behind me like an unwanted gift returned to the store for a refund. I didn’t care what motivated my ex-boyfriend to lie so convincingly and cheat on his wife because, entirely without any clue, I had dated a sociopath.

“If it’s okay with you, we have something to deal with right now, sister.”

“What is it?”

“This crappy vineyard.”

My sister stood up, took my hand, and led me to the front of the coach, where our driver sat eating a sandwich, looking smug. Bella stared at him until his expression turned from idle passive-aggressive to worried.

“I will take to social media, then contact our municipality’s transport licensing department to ask for your coach permit to be revoked.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

He looked around outside the coach, pretending to be confused before his light bulb moment came, and he unconvincingly clicked his fingers. 

“Sorry. Did I bring you to the wrong place?”

“Yes, and you did it deliberately. If I must prove you got paid by this vineyard owner, I will call the police and claim you and the old lady who owns this poor excuse for a winery are in cahoots. If you are related, your reputation will be so tarnished you’ll be lucky to drive a donkey and cart in the hills.”

“There is no need to be so spiteful, Bella. I am a poor man, scratching a living.”

“I will give you one chance to come clean. How much did she pay?”

She wagged an accusatory finger in his face, scolding the man like I had seen her do to Luca on occasion. Bella was in her element, wringing the truth from a deceitful coach driver who ripped her off.

I rather enjoyed the show.

He punched the steering wheel, cringing from the humiliation of being caught and the anger of knowing he was about to lose money, one way or another. I saw a determined obstinance in his expression break down as he figured out if some lie might offer the route to his escape, but then, when his ensnarement became clear, he relented, sighing deeply while shaking his head.

“I was paid five hundred euros to bring you here for two hours.”

“You’ll knock that off our invoice and pay for the fuel that took us out of our way.”

“Okay, okay.”

“Now, go outside and round up all of our people. Tell them you made a mistake bringing us here. Don’t tell them you did it deliberately, or that will destroy your reputation.”

“Thank you.”

Our driver knew he’d fucked up and hurried out to fetch the group. I thought it typically kind of Bella not to destroy the man and his charter bus business because she could have cost him far more than his kickback earned, plus a couple hundred euros of fuel.

I retook my original seat and watched the driver politely rounding everyone up, much to the old lady’s confusion. He would seduce everyone with a natural cheeky charm, but I figured the vineyard owner would be on his case by nightfall, demanding a refund.

Giovanni returned from the failed vineyard tour, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“Is this seat taken?”

“It is free for men who promise not to hit on me.”

“I’ll sit down, behave myself, and exercise restraint. I believe waiting until your relationship mourning period is over will be worthwhile.”

“Thank you. Why are you looking so smug, Giovanni?”

“My vineyard will seem like a wine paradise after visiting this place.”

The coach filled quickly, and unremarkably, nobody brought tasting notes because everyone agreed the vineyard vintages were garbage. Our driver closed the door before the old lady got to it, hit the gas, swung around the courtyard in one sweeping turn, and headed off quickly as though we were making a lucky escape.

Giovanni smiled and pointed at our driver, shaking his head.

“I am glad you didn’t wreck his business. These guys just about survive, but what he did was wrong.”

“My sister and her husband are kind-hearted, but everyone has limits.”

“And what about you, Carla? Would you have carved him up and sauteed the poor man?”

“Maybe you’ll get to judge that for yourself one day. My question is, why did you tell me about Liam? I feel like there is something more you aren’t saying.”

He breathed deeply, sighing when exhaling. I was about to get a dose of the truth that half an hour ago might have cut through me like knives, but now, it was a necessary trial I must face to squeeze out any lingering bitterness from my soul.

“One night, after Liam’s wife went to bed, he got very drunk. As I locked up the bar, he dragged me into a conversation I didn’t want any part of. Your ex-boyfriend insisted I join him in the loud, coarse way drunken people do.”

‘I’ll assume he made some awful revelation about me.”

“He told me all about his pick-up tactic, and honestly, I know we Italian men get a bad reputation, but Liam is a pig by comparison.”

“I know what’s coming, but please tell me anyway.”

“He approaches beautiful women in a relaxed environment when they least expect it, revealing a tragic story about being a widower who is recovering from a broken heart. Later, once a few dates are out of the way, he slips in an awful lie that an autopsy on his wife and DNA test results suggested a baby she carried belonged to another man.”

“Did he admit doing this to other women before me?”

“Liam often enjoys a short fling before returning to his wife. He laughed like a stupid hyena about duping several women, and I felt quite angry. I have sisters, you see.”

“And what about me?”

“He did not laugh about you, and I thought he was sorry the relationship ended.”

“Does Liam’s wife know what he does?”

“Liam says not, but it is hard to tell when dealing with a pathological liar.”

“And did you tell her any of this story before they left?”

“It is not my business to come between a man and his wife, Carla. My concern was for you.”

“Why would you care about a woman you never met?”

“He said he would never forget the heartbroken look on your face when he walked away in an alley where you pleaded with him to take you back.”

“So you pitied me?”

“No.”

“What then?”

“To be tricked in this cruel way is made far worse if you are heartbroken about the breakup. After he tipped me about your food, I approached Trattoria Bella. Then, when I learned more about you, I figured revealing the truth was the right thing to do.”

“But why would you do me any favors?”

“So that you could process and use the information to recover from your sadness.”

“And move on?”

“Yes, with your life, but not move on to me. It is too soon for a gentle heart to be mended enough to trust again.”

I studied Giovanni carefully and couldn’t see any signs of deceit. I was acutely aware my reading of body language was flawed, but I had to find a way to trust other people within reasonable boundaries.

“I feel better for knowing the truth. I can close the book on this whole sordid, sorry affair now. It will take time, but I can process the truth and learn from it what I can. Thank you.”

“These days, relationships are so very transactional.”

“Oh, come on, Giovanni. That’s a pickup line. Stop it.”

“Not really. It’s how I feel.”

He poured me another sample of his excellent wine, foregoing a drink for himself. I imagined that somewhere in his past, sadness drove him away from the bottle, and it was more complicated than an ugly childhood with a father who became a drunk.

As our coach wound through beautiful, cold, frosty Lombardy countryside, ever climbing higher, I sipped wine with tannins so dry they sucked my cheeks in, embossing the flavor of the land indelibly into my soft tissues.

Giovanni’s wine was fabulous, and I could tell it was grown, picked, and made with love. 

“Look into the distance, and you will see my vines.”

I stared toward where he pointed and saw what looked like regiments of vines, standing to attention in perfect columns and rows, all poised to march down steep, chalky slopes toward us.

“You have many gaps in the vineyard fields.”

“I only plant south - or south-west facing slopes with the rows running north to south. The remainder of my land will have alternate uses when I get around to it and have the money, but no decent wine will grow there, so I don’t plant.”

“You are focused only on quality.”

“Our wine will be recognized for its greatness one day.”

“I really hope so. It’s delicious.”

“As is the food of Trattoria Bella, Carla.”

As we drove through beautifully ornate vine fields leading to Giovanni’s home, I saw he was true to his word. The contrast between his vineyard and the one we visited earlier could not be more significant. Pristine vines were perfectly lined in columns and rows, with all the carpentry and wire infrastructure looking brand new, uniform in every sense, even down to the angle at which supporting trusses were sunk into the ground.

Each leafless vine was a spindly, beautiful statue clinging to the frost because we had reached higher ground and a chill pervaded. The vines were profound statements of Giovanni’s intent, proudly echoing the words of their owner and the man who loved them.

“I see something covering each vine at the topmost branches.”

“During winter, above ground, the vine is dormant and leafless. I cover the top in wax to protect the graft. It will come away naturally as the vine grows.”

“You have covered every vine with wax?”

“Yes. I painted each one personally while singing to them.”

“Oh, come on! That’s fucking bullshit.”

I laughed, and Giovanni smiled, but before he could answer, our coach stopped with a loud scrunch in a gravel parking area with views over the beautiful countryside in all directions. A mist rose from low valleys where the sun had only just reached. I saw a land of mystery, a secret realm like a magical kingdom, hewn from the land by a good man’s hand.

I was wrenched from my romanticized fantasy to a not-dissimilar reality when half a dozen workers ran to us, smiling and waving as we spilled out of the coach and quickly slipped on our warm coats.

A lady named Anna took control of our group, and others helped separate us into smaller cohorts, dragging people away on a personalized tour. I searched everywhere, but Giovanni vanished, leaving me feeling a little lonely. His confident smile and cheery disposition had lifted me. Bizarrely, I also gathered strength from the fact that he had gone out of his way to reveal my ex-boyfriend’s shameful behavior, and now, he felt like a comrade.

Everything about Giovanni’s vineyard was pristine and looked healthy, from flower borders freshly hoed and ready for bulbs to burst forth to a fat, happy-looking, well-groomed ginger cat stalking the polished concrete floor of their production facility.

Oak barrels, perfectly stacked four high, looked new, as did all of the aluminum fermentation vats and their plumbing, pumping, and filtration systems. Everything was state-of-the-art except the wooden carts and four horses that drew them who munched nosebags full of oats in the stables.

I stood beside Bella, who pointed at the stables while addressing the leader of our group.

“Is this due to be modernized, Anna?”

“Somethings we keep traditional like picking and our chickens.”

“What is the point?”

“Every year, we invite agriculture and wine cultivating students from around the world to visit, stay for a few weeks, and help pick our grapes by hand.”

“They have machines to do this that are much cheaper and faster.”

“When the young people stay here, they have amazing fun, learn about our brand, and take that love home. Word of mouth is a good way to avoid the power of global distributors. My brother… sorry, Giovanni believes we are special winemakers and, as such, must avoid being on someone’s distribution list.”

“Do you feed the students?”

“Of course, and they drink plenty of wine, too. We have set aside a field where they pitch tents, drink past sunset, make love, and hopefully friendships that will last a lifetime.”

Bella sighed and shrugged her shoulders, pretending not to be impressed. When she turned to me, my sister whispered.

“I fucking love this place, Carla. We must work with them.”

“I agree.”

“Find Giovanni and soften him up for me, please?”

“Do you mean as we did with the butchers?”

“Yes, but show more leg this time. The man loves you already.”

“I’ll talk to him, but no leg, ass, or tits, Bella, and you must stop whoring me.”

She laughed, and I did, too, but I agreed with her judgment. We needed to secure a partnership with Giovanni because his story complemented ours. As Bella disappeared into a warehouse stacked with barrels to taste more wine and enjoy a delicious lunch, I stepped closer to Anna while she stroked one of the horses.

“Where can I find your brother, please, Anna?”

“He will be in the southeast fields now, talking or singing to his vines.”

“Oh, he really does that?”

“Every day he is here, regardless of the weather, my brother sings and talks to his vines.”

“Why?”

“Giovanni believes that all of life is connected and each living thing has a means to understand others at some level. If the vines hear him daily, they know they are loved and love him back.”

“Do you believe in the same thing?”

“I love my brother because he is a good man, so yes, I believe him.”

“How may I find him, please?”

“Keep going straight. I suspect you will hear Giovanni before you see him.”

She pointed past the stables to a series of fields that seemed to go on forever. A rough path through stony, chalky ground led me into Giovanni’s winter garden of Eden. A light breeze wafted a chill across me, so I drew up my zip and tucked my chin inside, walking in the direction Anna had pointed.

The mid-afternoon low winter sun had a waning, hazy quality that cast shadows across my path from the tree lines bordering Giovanni’s field. Outside, where the vines lived, the sun splashed brightly, but beyond the trees was a dark foreboding, like a Brothers Grimm fairy tale realm.

An acrid whiff invaded my nostrils, so I stopped, trying hard to place the unpleasant odor. My palate and nose were pretty damn good, but I struggled to believe raw chicken shit was fertilizing the grapes. The cost of using a natural, non-processed fertilizer would be through the roof and hard to control the application of, but as I crouched, picked up a handful of chalky stone, and smelled, I definitely detected chicken shit.

“Hey, Carla!”

I fell back on my ass, dropping the shitty soil, staring at a man looming above me, shocked to my core.

“Fuck, you scared me, Giovanni.”

“Sorry. I saw you from a few hundred meters away and changed direction. What brings you here? Did you miss me?”

“Umm, oh my, you are sassy as hell.”

He helped me to my feet, dusting me off without touching anywhere sensitive. I was impressed because if ever there was a legitimate reason to pat my ass, now was that moment while it was covered in dry chalk and chicken shit.

“If not to see me, you came down here to discuss grapes and inspect my vines?”

“Yes, of course.”

“What can I tell you about my humble vines, dear Carla?”

“You have an amazing vineyard with incredible wines that don’t belong here. What makes your wine taste so amazing?”

“My vines are special because I have broken with local tradition, much to the community’s ire.”

“Is it because you sing to them or because you use raw chicken manure to fertilize?”

“You noticed the raw chicken shit then?”

“I’m covered in it. I could hardly miss it.”

“Raw chicken manure is better for my vines than the processed chemicals they sell for three times the cost of me keeping chickens, to say nothing about having fresh eggs and the enjoyment the birds give.”

“You must keep a lot of chickens?”

“Two hundred, all free-range. I lock them up safely every night myself. We gift the eggs we don’t eat to our colleagues. When the students come, they devour the whole lot, along with a few poor chickens not quick or alert enough to escape them.”

“That can’t be the only secret to your excellent wines.”

“I grow Nebbiolo vines.”

“Barolo. That’s a big surprise.”

“I cannot label my wine as a Barolo because only strictly controlled and licensed vineyards in Piedmont, south of Alba, qualify under DOGC rules.”

“So what’s the big deal with growing Nebbolio that upsets the locals?”

“It is the famous grape of the Barolo and Barbaresco. Around here, most growers focus on Sangiovese, developing and promoting a local brand. Our village runs a cooperative processing facility where we all are supposed to take our grapes and make our wine.”

“The more grapes it processes, the cheaper it is for everyone?”

“Yes.”

“It sounds outdated. One flavor per village.”

“It means everyone has the same quality. Thats bullshit. Without the ability to excel, there seems to be little point in loving my grapes. They are better than everyone else’s, and I tell them so daily.”

“Seriously? You tell the local growers that you are better?”

“No, I tell my vines they are better than all other vines.”

“People must think you are mad.”

“My grapes deliver the answer to those criticizing me, Carla.”

“And you have bucked their system, so they don’t like you very much.”

“I also leave the stems on my grapes during pressing. It gives my wine extra body and big balls.”

“Are big balls important?”

“They are when you swill them around in your mouth, savoring the flavor before swallowing. Most locals here prefer insignificant, peaceful, and humble flavors that appeal to everyone for every meal.”

I laughed riotously because his double entendre was innocent but lewd while conveying the meaning he wished it to. Giovanni had a calm, pleasant, and honest demeanor, but I quickly reminded myself of the poor judgment that led me to my current relationship crossroads and shut down a burgeoning admiration for the man.

“Do you only grow Nebiollo?”  

“I also grow two acres of Sangiovese and take that to the cooperative, but they consider me almost the same way as a strikebreaker. I am forging ahead with new ideas, appealing to a global consumer seeking something iconic and unique.”

“What do you use the Sangiovese for?”

“The students that come every year to pick love it. High in alcohol, tastes okay, and you can drink it with an omelet at breakfast and enjoy again with roast chicken over a campfire at night.”

“You’re not a traditionalist then?”

“Traditional farmers have characterized me as being selfish and aloof.”

“And the Barolo growers won’t like you much either.”

“No, I am damned at home and everywhere else in Italy because I write a new story.”

“Your story resonates with me. It will be a bestseller in time, but you don’t need me to tell you that. You traveled to Venice to hijack a coach, so belief and confidence are not strangers to you.”

“Carla, I will write this book until its final chapter, never erring from my plan, regardless of what enticements present themselves along the way. If I work with Trattoria Bella, I shall never forsake you for another.”

“Oh my, Giovanni… how are you not married already?”

“I haven’t met the right woman yet.”

“Is that part of your plan? A wife, children, a dynasty of wine growers yet to be born living and working here?”

“Yes. Family is the most important part of my plan. Not only mine but looking after my sisters, the people who work here, and my community, who will love me as I do them one day.”

“Is that more important than your vines?”

“Of course. The mother of my children will be a queen, and she is more important than any land title deeds or the vines that grow there.”

In silence, we strolled back towards the house and production facility, taking in the fading sun’s final glare across the land. The ominous sounds of night hunters barking, grunting, snorting, or hooting came from the woods, elevating my primal instincts to seek shelter and warmth.

I felt close to nature and especially excited about cooking with Giovanni’s wine.

“How will you ever reach the price and recognition your wine deserves?”

He stopped dead in his tracks, and I saw fireworks in his eyes that lifted and excited me. His boyish, charming grin could peel any eligible woman’s panties down, including mine, even now. Giovanni’s enthusiastic tone brushed aside all doubt because this was a man other men would follow into battle, screaming their warcry as they descended into a melee of impossible odds. 

“I will partner you, Bella, and Luca. Together, we are powerful and can make a culinary statement that breaks the status quo. Can you imagine it, Carla? A wine superior to a Barolo, grown traditionally by a man who sings to his vines, complementing the most excellent food in the world, cooked with love by two sisters and a husband.”

“It’s very romantic.”

“As are you, Carla. A spark for all of life lives in your beautiful eyes and bright, red, shapely lips.”

“Stop it!”

“Sorry.”

Giovanni was irrepressible, and while I didn’t want to leap into bed with him, I liked and admired the man with ballsy wine.

“Do you visit Venice often, Giovanni?”

“I can come if you invite me.”

“If you visit, will you promise to sleep on my sofa?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then I will cook you dinner on any day you choose.”

“I will look forward to it, Carla.”

“When you left me earlier, I did miss you. I hope we can be friends.”

“We are already that.”

“Yes. I think we are Giovanni.” 


Chapter Nine

Returning Home

◆◆◆

When we left Giovanni’s vineyard, I felt conflicted and a little sad, as though I was walking away from something I wanted. On the one hand, I wanted to discover an exciting man I had just met; on the other, with new information, I needed to rationalize my relationship with Liam and come to terms with the rights and wrongs on both sides of that debacle.

Outside was winter, but in my heart, it was spring, advancing rapidly into summer and new beginnings. Sticky buds opened tentatively from branches that felt out the cold for a hint of warmth, just like my heart.

The following two days of our wine tourism dissolved in my consciousness like pavement chalk drawings when it rains. Colors, landscapes, vineyards, and people became a beautiful tapestry, among which the only thing I could remember with exacting precision was the wine we chose and how each sip made me feel more positive about my life.

On our return journey home, Bella sat beside me, and as I took comfort from her, I thanked my father a millionth time for giving me a sister to love and be unconditionally loved by. I leaned my head on her shoulder, thinking about our shared father while staring at my mother across the aisle, deep in a conversation with Margarita and Sam.

I was the luckiest of my three family members, having both in my life. Bella nudged me as I nodded off to sleep because she had something on her mind.

“I want to ask you something private, Carla. You are not obliged to answer.”

“Go ahead… we have no secrets.”

“Did you want to sleep with Giovanni?”

“Yes, but how did you guess?”

“Simple. I put myself in your shoes.”

“You would sleep with him?”

“In your shoes, yes.”

“Why?”

“To rid me of Liam, try out Giovanni and see if he still wanted me afterward.”

“If I had slept with him and there was no future, there would be safety in my departure for both of us.”

“Yes. It would have been simple for you to satisfy your horny tendencies, then walk away and see if he comes looking.”

“I would be a total slut.”

“You would be a woman who needs more than a sex toy to comfort her in bed. My advice is to take precautions, not hype the guy’s expectations, and have a great time fucking him.”

“Are we still talking about Giovanni?”

“Fuck any guy you wish. Sometimes casual sex is a great way to move on.”

While watching the forest flash by, I thought about her suggestion momentarily. Having meaningless sex with a stranger offered limited appeal from the perspective of scratching an itch, but I wanted more than that. Regardless of how things turned out, Liam had romanced me, and I loved him at the time. His advances and our relationship got me past a sorry breakup with Dave, and for a while, I saw marriage, babies, and a bright future for us together.

That reality with Liam was now dashed, but I hadn’t lost faith and knew there would be another perfect guy out there for whom I was the right woman.

“I won’t do it, Bella.”

“Why not?”

“I want a man like you have.”

“You want my Luca?”

“No, silly. I want a man whose eyes sparkle and are drawn to me whenever I enter a room. I want to love and make breakfast for him while he brings me flowers and makes a fuss.”

“That is my Luca when he isn’t being dumb and hiding his illness from me.”

“Casual sex would feel great for a moment, but I want more, and I’m willing to give the same to the right man. Using a man for sex doesn’t feel right for me right now.”

“Could that perfect man be Giovanni?”

“It’s too soon to tell.”

Our trip was incredibly successful, and now, on the way back home to our beloved Venice, I felt thoroughly relaxed. A wine list for our food empire had been established, give or take a few tweaks, which was a giant leap forward. Mom and Sam thought the idea of serving alcohol in the cafe over lunch and through the afternoon was genius, and they got their heads together selecting suppliers and vintages while Luca, Bella, and I focused on the Trattoria and Fine Dining.

As we descended slowly from the hills, meandering through patchy woodland, miles of perfectly lined vines, ancient olive groves, and fine beasts grazing, I felt positive, with all cylinders firing.

At the Venice coach terminal, our driver parked near the water bus Bella had booked to return us home. I helped unload and transfer our luggage, including the hundred or so precious sample bottles gifted to us for further consideration.

Once we loaded the water bus, I was about to board when a familiar voice called for me, so I spun around.

“Carla.”

“Oh, it’s you.”

When I saw Liam, I felt no anger, fear, or, well, anything. He was a man I intensely disliked who stood on a jetty looking sad, lonely, and empty.

“Can we talk, please, Carla?”

“Do you want to discuss your wife?”

His expression changed, rippling with instant, fiery anger, before he quickly suppressed it, staring at the floor, composing himself. When he looked up again, I saw the pleasant sociopath I had fallen in love with.

Liam nodded and wagged a finger, looking smug.

“Ah, I see. Giovanni took up my offer of a tip much sooner than I expected. I told him you and the Trattoria were going places, which is true.”

“Should I be grateful to you for that, Liam?”

I shot him my most sarcastic grin, still surprised that a feeling of indifference dominated my mood. Where were my anger and feelings of betrayal? Why wasn’t I scared, disgusted, or running away? I couldn’t fathom the moment or understand my emotions, which seemed to have abandoned me.

“Well, Liam… should I say thank you?”

“Under the circumstances, probably not, Carla.”

“No. I think definitely not.”

“I made a fuss about Salvatore. That was wrong.”

“I’m glad you did because had that breakup not happened, I might still be anchored to you.”

“Was I really so bad?”

Luca joined me, strolling casually from the water bus to stand on my right shoulder, slightly back. Bella arrived soon after and linked her arm through mine, grinning at Liam like a serial killer having their best day ever. He looked worried, not having considered that I already knew about his deceit.

My sister pointed at him, pulling back an index finger like a trigger, sending a shot.

“He probably thinks he can dupe you again, Carla. You are good; Liam is vile. This is what users do to everyone around them. Liam believes people are transactions.”

Liam had no answer to Bella’s scything disapproval, so he ignored her and focused on me. I thought perhaps he hoped to fan some last smoldering embers of romantic feelings I had for him. My emotions became unblocked, and suddenly, I felt sick, knowing how cruelly I had been cheated.

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

“Oh wow.”

“What is it?”

“Did you love all the other women you deceived, Liam?”

“Not at all. Oh my… Giovanni really has spilled all the beans, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, and for my benefit. He seems to care about me even when he doesn’t need to.”

“He’s just trying to get inside your panties, Carla.”

“That’s fucking rich coming from the man who invented a dead wife and claimed she carried another man’s baby. You should be a novelist, Liam. Such a fertile imagination is wasted in bars and airplanes with pickup lines like yours.”

“Okay, that was probably fair.”

“For the record, I don’t think that’s all Giovanni wants me for, Liam. Some men are driven by honorable love, but it’s also nice to know someone has the hots for me. Where is your wife, by the way?”

“She’s left.”

“And now you are looking for another one of those flings between her visits?”

“We broke up.”

“Lucky Sarah.”

“I came clean with her about you and explained my problem so we could be together. Sarah was distraught, and she left for the States. I tried to explain my mental illness, but she wouldn’t listen. I’ve been in therapy for years, but….”

“But what? You want sympathy from your victims because you have an unmanageable urge to fuck their lives up?”

“Not sympathy… but understanding might be nice.”

“You are fucking mad, Liam. There is no greater betrayal than adultery while in the infatuation of love. I don’t think you understand what you’ve done to your wife or any of us.”

“I have only ever been happy in a relationship with you. I came here willing to forgive and forget about Salvatore. Can’t you do the same?”

“You really are crazy.”

I stared at Liam, smiling because I felt overjoyed. Another hurdle on my road to happiness was cleared because the man standing before me, baring his soul in front of my family and a water bus full of friends, had no clue how much he humiliated himself while setting me free.

“Liam, do yourself a favor, please.”

“What is it?”

“Go see your therapist and explain truthfully what you did to your wife, to me and others, and what happened here today. You need serious help before something terrible happens to you or one of the women whose lives and love you play with.”

“Am I that bad?”

He looked surprised, and I guessed Liam, even in his most self-reflective moment, had no empathy to consider anyone else’s perspective. My ex-boyfriend was one sick puppy.

“You are a pathological liar, probably a sociopath, and definitely a cheat on a scale of cruelty I can’t begin to describe. Sarah must be devastated, so if there is even an ounce of decency in you, please stay away from her and me.”

He gripped his hair as though tearing it out, looking desperate, sad and angry. Liam paced the jetty in the most crazed manner, muttering under his breath until he stopped and pointed at me. 

“Is that it, then? We’re fucking done, are we?”

“There was never a we… you were married.”

“So what the fuck will I do now?”

He crouched with fists planted on the concrete jetty. Tears rolled down his cheeks, and a true sadness swept over him. Liam looked devastated, and I was sure that somewhere in his dark soul, he felt like the victim, like anyone driven by narcissistic disorder.

I shook my head in utter disbelief and turned around.

“You are not my problem, Liam. Goodbye.”

I linked arms with my sister and her husband, smiled at both, and strolled to the water bus amid cheers and applause from my colleagues. While Liam stood on the jetty waving his arms furiously, screaming my name, I chuckled when my mother flicked him the bird.

“It’s over, Mom.”

“I know, and you retained your dignity throughout. I am so very proud of you.”

When I sat on a comfortable velvet bench seat on that boat, surrounded by those who love me, I felt lifted and never looked back once at the fucked up man who ruined so many lives.

After unloading at our Piazza and with a new verve for life, I raced upstairs to my apartment, unpacked, stuffed mine and Angelo’s vacation clothes into the washing machine, and excitedly dressed in my whites. We had no shift to work until morning, but I wanted to play around with sauce ideas using Giovanni’s recommended wines and some fresh, wild-growing herbs I had picked from his vineyard.

When I arrived downstairs in the kitchen, to my utter surprise, half our kitchen brigade had the same idea to play with ingredients. Luca floated from one station to another, coaching, listening, and tasting, but our head chef beat a path over when he noticed me.

“Our vacation in the hills has enthused everyone, Carla. We must go on trips out more often. I considered asking Maria if she would enjoy spending a week at Macelleria ai Dogi.”

“I think it is a brilliant idea.”

As coincidence would have it, Maria appeared at the back door, smiled and waved at us, turned, kissed her boyfriend goodbye, and headed for her station, grinning because she was in love. Salvatore glanced at me, smiled most affably, and waved before walking away, having delivered his girlfriend to work.

Using a variety of made-up stocks, some choice bones from Maria that I roasted, the usual vegetables, and a few scraps of meat, I played with finishing off a jus and a few glazes. Giovanni’s entry-level Barolo variety was an absolute winner, and I believed he was right in that the superior wines from his vineyard were champions of the future.

What started as an experiment in the mid-morning became dinner when dusk fell in the late afternoon, with Luca gently coaxing our various experiments into a family meal. When I sat inside the Trattoria, sampling some of our experimental menu changes, I was overjoyed in many ways.

Luca first served a light crab appetizer, which I couldn’t wait to devour because its aroma had twitched my nose for half an hour while he finished it. As the first forkful hit my palate, my taste buds lit up, and dopamine pumped hard, commanded by my culinary instincts, lifting me to a new high—the sign of a winning dish.

He stood proudly, making the moment his creation was delivered to the table special, underlining his pride.

“I paired the delicate flavors of Mediterranean crab with the freshness of sea herbs, the sharpness of Granny Smith apples, and a subtle beechwood shaving smokiness from a haddock. I frothed a light fish stock and lay it on top, covering the dish with a mysterious sea mist. Bella’s idea was to serve in a cocktail glass, and I think it works.”

“It’s amazing. Is this for the Trattoria or Fine Dining, Luca?”

“I think we should list everything and decide together later. I’m glad you like it, though. I plan to buy a small food smoker if we need it.”

“We should get one.”

Next came a creation conceived between Angelo, Sebastien, and the station chefs using my sauce.

“Chef, we roasted duck breast and sliced it, serving with lightly sauteed asparagus and wilted savoy cabbage. The garlic creamy mashed potato can be added depending on your hunger. And, of course, this wonderful jus lifts everything.”

Each ingredient was perfectly cooked, well seasoned, and covered with just enough jus to complement, not drown the underlying flavors, which combined most excellently. I was halfway through eating my sample meal before realizing I hadn’t offered an opinion.

Everyone stared at me, waiting for my approval and comments. I chewed a mouthful of food, pointing at the half-empty plate with my fork while nodding enthusiastically. When I finished swallowing, I laughed.

“That’s how great this dish is. I am speechless.”

They looked proud, and rightly so because we were a team with shared goals and an ambitious vision united by friendship. As more meal choices were served in sample sizes, Bella made notes about every ingredient and their cooking method, planning how to introduce each and discuss our menu with the customers.

“I wish my front-of-house team were here to learn, Luca.”

“We shall do a whole day, showing them what and how we cook, then serve and eat the food together.”

“I would love that.”

When I slipped underneath my cozy duvet that night after enjoying a few glasses of wine, great food, and wonderful friends, I felt incredibly aroused, with solid nipples rubbing uncomfortably against my night t-shirt because they desperately needed to be sucked and a trembling pussy eager to be fucked. I considered masturbation using a toy or my finger, but then, as I lay with my head sideways on a pillow and looked at a stolen photo on my phone, I considered my options, deciding to wait and reward the next man sharing my bed.

I had stolen a photograph of Giovanni while he wasn’t looking. He stood beside a large barrel, drawing a sample from it using a wine thief pipette while explaining something to Angelo about the vintage, thrilled by the younger man’s enjoyment.

I fell asleep thinking about Giovanni, dreaming of a perfect life with a stranger I barely knew.

When I woke, it was still dark, which wasn’t unusual now that we had reached midwinter, but something felt off. Music played inside my head, dragging me from a deep, restful slumber until I lay awake, wondering what was happening.

I drew a bathrobe around me and walked out of my room to the kitchen window, opening it to hear better. Someone played a guitar in the piazza, and a man’s voice sang beautifully from the tree shadows to the open windows of another apartment across the square.

It was an old Beatles tune, And I Love Her. A girl grinned down into the shadows, enjoying a late-night serenade from her lover. I listened to the music and a seductive, well-toned voice. He gave it his all, bellowing the lyrics with gusto and love just as any girl would enjoy, and she blew kisses down on him.

I give her all my love.

That's all I do.

And if you saw my love.

You'd love her too.

I love her.

He was almost finished when half the piazza had joined the lucky girl at their windows, spectating something all Italian people love seeing. When our applause began, and Giovanni stepped out from under the trees, gazing up at me like a lost lover, I almost suffered heart failure.

He bowed, blew me an expansive, all-consuming kiss from his lips with a palm, and held an enormous bunch of flowers up toward me. The girl at the window waved at me as though I were the luckiest in all the world. She had innocently spectated my serenading from another angle, complimenting the man brave enough to woo a girl with such courage.

I leaned out of my window, trying to whisper, mortified but thrilled by his loving gesture.

“What are you doing here, Giovanni?”

“I got delayed on the way to Venice. I had some things to do at the vineyard and had planned to meet you at the coach stop to serenade my beloved before you got on a water bus.”

“Is this all for me?”

“Of course, it is for you, Carla. I am in love with you, but you already knew that.”

“You’d better come inside.”

Giovanni sprinted excitedly toward the building’s back door, looking like a boy excited to see a girl. My heart soared because I wanted him to desire me so much. I scampered downstairs past Luca and Bella, who laughed and stroked my shoulders lovingly.

When I opened the back door, Giovanni kneeled with his guitar slung over one shoulder. He held out the flowers and gazed lovingly at me with fireworks in his eyes. His loving, boyishly excited expression was everything any girl could wish for, and I was suddenly utterly beguiled by love.

I took the flowers, enjoying the most romantic moment of my life.

“I came here for you, Carla. I have been unable to rid my mind of you in every waking and sleeping moment. Everything about you thrills me.”

“I was thinking about you before I slept.”

“Did you dream about me also?”

“Yes.”

“May I sleep the night on your sofa?”

“Of course, Giovanni.”

When he stood up, I raced into Giovanni’s arms. He held me tightly, settling a palm into the small of my back, making no attempt to reach any lower to my ass cheeks. I wrapped my arms around his neck and felt our hearts thumping in tandem like tropical storm thunder rolling across the ocean. My body trembled as overwhelming hormones surged through me, peaking my emotions while thoroughly arousing me.

Giovanni’s lips quivered excitedly while his fingertips vibrated against my spine, conveying his deep-rooted, uncontrollable desire. When his eyes melted into a cauldron of fiery love, and his cheeks rippled from overloaded feelings of love, I leaned in and brushed my lips against his, enjoying the best first kiss of my life.

His body stiffened, and Giovanni shuddered, then relaxed and moaned loudly, eyeing me lovingly while we kissed. When his tongue electrified mine, eagerness to take one another overwhelmed me, and we became fiery suitors, kissing so passionately that we quickly reached one step away from making love on the doorstep.

His cock prodded me hard, and I enjoyed that manifestation of his absolute desire, reciprocating with my body firing up a libido in waiting, leaking molten nectar from my throbbing pussy into a gusset that wouldn’t cope much longer.

“Come upstairs, and I will make up the sofa as a bed for you.”

“Thank you, Carla.”

In my apartment, Angelo said hi, then disappeared back to bed wearing a satisfied grin. I found a vase, made coffee, poured a few biscuits onto a plate, and sat on the kitchen bar counter with Giovanni.

I stared at him, hoping for details about why he made such a bold move.

“Why Giovanni?”

“Because I know what I want and don’t wish to risk losing out to another man.”

“There are no other men.”

“Exactly. But look how we met; I could be yesterday’s news by tomorrow after another chance meet cute for you. I want to woo you now, not tomorrow or when it is convenient for me to visit.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“I am certain of it, Carla. I have seen the menu and made my choice from it.”

“Then what is to be?”

“How is the soup?”

He looked coy because we were having an intensely romantic moment. I was doe-eyed, bowled over by his gesture, trembling like a leaf with goosebumps shimmering up and down my arms and legs. My heart raced, and I felt vulnerable to love, open to its all-consuming power, with my loving heart plundered by a man I wanted so badly. 

“The soup tastes wonderful, but be warned that it is quick to a fiery temper and slow to forgive. It is also sometimes temperamental and prone to bouts of irrationality when not properly warmed.”

“And the lamb? How is the lamb, Carla?”

“The lamb is naturally suspicious but always tender to the right touch. If you carve carefully, it is a succulent mouthful that will satisfy you.”

“And the fish?”

“The fish is delicate and tries hard to impress her diner. If properly handled, she will excite your palate and feed you forever, satisfying every need.”

“I see. The whole menu looks good, then.”

He grinned at me with love etched into every wrinkle of his face and smile to match my excitement. Giovanni’s micro-expressions fluttered with love, lust, and fun, lifting me onto a cloud of ecstasy. He enjoyed wooing me, and I loved that, basking in his admiration and deep affection.

I felt like a swan preening on a serene river in the midday sun.

“Choose something you like and can stay the distance with, please, Giovanni. Do not have eyes bigger than your belly.”

He melted me with his loving stare before waving a hand from my head to my toes.

“I will enjoy all three dishes if you serve them to me, and I promise never to eat from any other menu. No matter the downsides, I believe this selection of dishes you describe is the finest in the world, and I shall enjoy them every day.”

“Oh, Giovanni… you make me so happy.”

“And you, Carla? What do you desire?”

“A bottle of wine that tastes like you with a glass that is never empty.”

Giovanni was overjoyed, and I guessed any tension about coming to see me, making his grand gesture, and putting himself out there was over.

“I’m still sleeping on the sofa, Carla, no matter how much you beg me to ravish you.”

“I know you are.”


Chapter Ten

Friends Show Up On Rainy Days

◆◆◆

Throughout the night, I snuck out of bed three times to stand at my bedroom door and stare at him while he slept soundly. I smiled affectionately with the happiness of a woman swept up by heady romance. Giovanni was a beautiful man, sent to me by a divine viniculture spirit. He talked and sang to his vines and was now seemingly paired with a woman who loved to cook.

What could possibly go wrong?

I am a slow-cooked succulent lamb, and he is a rich and ruby red. We are a match. 

Oh, stop it, Carla.

Go to bed.

Giovanni purred gently, shifting occasionally but barely. In my view, that was a good thing for a man with whom I might share a bed, but my stalking of his sleeping habit was less proper.

When I slipped back into bed after my third surveillance of sleeping beauty, it was 3 a.m., and I needed way more sleep than was available before my day started in three hours. As I lay in bed, imagining Giovanni making love to me, a proposal followed after a few years of wild courting, then marriage, babies, and…

What the fuck are you doing, Carla?

He lives miles away.

You don’t do long distance.

Do you?

I left my bedroom door ajar, wanting to sleep in the same room as my romantic visitor without making it obvious. After he had journeyed to see me, connecting with Giovanni felt important, but I plagued my peaceful psyche with dark thoughts of this being a rebound reflex.

When I eventually woke and slipped silently into my running gear, I roughly made my bed, not wishing Giovanni to think me a slob. I quickly checked my make-up in the bathroom mirror, ensuring everything was taken off the previous evening.

No smears, great.

When I tiptoed into the living room and closed my bedroom door, I saw Giovanni was gone.

“Good morning, Carla.”

“Oh fuck! You scared me… sorry, good morning Giovanni.”

“Where are you going?”

“For my morning run.”

“Me too.”

Sure enough, Giovanni was dressed in long black running pants and a bright red compression shirt that literally seemed painted on. I drooled at his ripped six-pack, impressive pectoral mass, and the bulge in his crotch, silently scolding myself for being a perv right when he caught me looking.

Ahh, but you looked at mine, too.

Oh fuck, do I have a camel toe?

“Giovanni, shall we…”

“Run together?”

“Yes.”

“I would love to.”

After locking my apartment door, I followed Giovanni downstairs, checking out his buns all the way to the ground floor. I could well see myself biting those two puppies one day soon. I had a what the fuck moment again, cooled my horny jets, and averted my eyes from the man’s prize.

“I usually go-.”

“I will follow you anywhere, Carla. Lead on.”

Oh fucking stop it.

We ran precisely side by side, which many might think is not a big deal, but when running in pairs, it is. So often, when training with friends, I found my running partner stretching an inch to six forward of me, making it seem like they led, and I followed. It was an irritating power play that usually led to silent dissent, a quarrel, or a pointless, exhausting race at a sprint pace, but Giovanni’s running etiquette was impeccable, and I felt comfortable throughout.

As we ran into Piazza San Marco, as with any tight squeeze exiting from an alleyway, he gave way and allowed me to lead. When turning sharp corners, Giovanni gave me plenty of space on the inside, making sure I didn’t risk slamming into a wall he accidentally steered me into.

“I think you could run much faster if you wished, Giovanni.”

“And miss a beautiful woman’s company in a romantic city? I think not, Carla. I am nobody’s fool.”

“You are a charmer.”

“But not a Lothario.”

“Why would you say that?”

“I am establishing my credentials.”

Giovanni also left me in no doubt that he fancied me, which felt so nice, especially when he didn’t come on too strong. The gushing girl in me glowed with a radiance that satellites might have seen from space had I not worn a waterproof jacket that smothered me.

I noticed we were perfectly in step and wondered if that happened naturally or by his design. When I glanced at him, Giovanni’s running poise was perfect. He held a steady neck and head with an even stride, complimented by arms pumping like locomotive pistons.

He looked happy, and I was sure our being in step was not contrived. 

“Do you have business in Venice, Giovanni?”

“Only with you, my dear.”

“You might take the chance to visit potential customers since you are here.”

“I only have two customers in Venice. You and Bella’s Trattoria. I am here to dedicate my time to one only. ”

“Oh, cut it out. This is too romantic. You can’t say things like that to a girl while we are running through an empty Piazza San Marco, scattering white doves in front.”

“Can I take you out to dinner tonight, Carla?”

“I offered to cook for you. It will be my pleasure.”

“That would be nicer if it is no trouble. I brought some new wines for you to try. They are early by a month, but it is my Reserva, so I wanted you to be first to taste.”

“Is it good wine?”

“I have no idea.”

“Why not?”

“I have not tasted it yet.”

I quickly opened my stride when passing Salvatore’s family restaurant, thus avoiding any contact with him, his mother, or his sister. I wasn’t sure why I did it because we were safely friend-zoned, and I had nothing to fear from a man in love with our butcher.

“Liam visited Venice, Giovanni.”

“He messaged me about it.”

“You never mentioned that.”

“Liam is not my business unless he harms you.”

“He’s out of my life completely and in a way that eases my mind. I have you to thank for helping me. Knowing about his wife has soothed my mind.”

“Liam told me you rejected him. I was already on my way here and a little concerned when he messaged, but when we met last night and kissed, I knew he was dealt with.”

Giovanni was the sort of man I could run beside without feeling we needed to talk. This was good because my daily run was a meditation of sorts, where any emotional negativity could be brushed aside and left behind, like the wind blowing through my hair or my footsteps pounding the concrete slabs, always leaping forward.

We ran through the fish market and I smiled when Giovanni slowed down, enjoying the sights, smells, and sounds with him, waving at Luca as we ran past. I loved Venice’s food scene, the short-changing traders and marketers who promised to bring tourists to our door, selling each to the highest-bidding restaurant.

“They are all thieves, Carla.”

“Lovable thieves, yes.”

“Venice is a great city.”

“I agree, and in so many ways, perhaps the finest ever.”

After showering, I left Giovanni in my apartment among Mama’s library and with him checking my wine collection, tutting disapprovingly as I closed my door. I smiled, knowing Bella’s secret cellar would entertain and intrigue him for many days, but it was strictly out of bounds.

After we set up the cafe, I took a breakfast tray to my apartment, joining my guest, who made coffee with aplomb, as you might expect from a man who is proud and particular about what he drank. I felt lifted, breaking bread with someone who held a romantic interest in me, but I missed my family and the fun we shared at this time of the day.

“How long will you stay with me, Giovanni?”

“I must return home tomorrow in the late afternoon.”

“To sing?”

“Yes, in a roundabout way. Like you, I have a duty of care to ensure all is well. My vines need me as much as my family does.”

“Will you return here soon?”

“If there is a chance for us, I will find a way to be here often without troubling you. You will not travel unless you wish to, Carla.”

“Are you saying you’ll do all the running to win my heart?”

I smiled girlishly, wondering if I was a little too gushing, but it was fun, and he was nice, and I thought, what the hell? Maybe this is karma, and I am deserving of it.

“To woo you, yes, of course. It is two hours from my vineyard to the Venezia Center Parking Garage. I will buy a car for my next visit instead of hitchhiking.”

“You didn’t hitchhike here, surely?”

“I wanted my journey to mean something to me. A pilgrimage of sorts. I have a pickup truck, but it is old and unreliable, so I walked, hitched, walked some more, and then I was here.”

“Your visit has certainly brightened my day.”

I didn’t want to push Giovanni one way or another because he was doing a fantastic job of wooing me on his own. Our first kiss the previous night was a moment of passion sparking alive love’s illumination. It seemed proper for us to flirt in obscure ways that tugged at both our heartstrings, testing whether our chemistry was right before a complete immersion in love.

“I must work all day, Giovanni. I am sorry.”

“Shall I cook for you?”

“Do you know how to cook?”

“Only wine.”

“Then I shall cook, and you can help me if you’d like.”

“I am very good at recycling the dishes afterward, Carla.”

Before leaving my apartment to work, I kissed Giovanni on the lips, a light peck rather than a full-on Frenchie. His face lit up, and both cheeks flushed brightly while his nostrils flared wide. I saw his pupils dilate and noticed his breath quickening by a heaving chest and warmth on my face, all signs that his chemistry leaned heavily toward an interest in me.

As for my chemistry? I was aroused beyond belief, already feeling horny after days of abstinence from masturbation. My body shimmered, and my pussy lips were swollen, nestled in warm moist panties. I had no doubt my underwear would need to be changed between lunchtime prep and service, probably again later on at the rate Giovanni was wooing me.

“We eat a family meal at 2 p.m., once the rush dies. Will you join us?”

“I prefer not to if that is okay, Carla.”

“May I ask why?”

“I came here with a strict code of behavior in mind.”

“Are you able to share that with me?”

I was fascinated, but Giovanni seemed reluctant, so I figured his code meant something important to him. I paused, still holding one of his hands, waiting patiently for him to figure it out and tell me or send me on my way with an apology.

“I promised not to insert myself into your life. That means I should not join you when enjoying time with friends.”

“But you are my friend.”

“I want to be more than a friend, Carla. Our kiss means I am somewhere and nowhere. I am not complaining, but I prefer not to be introduced as your friend until that is definitely all that I am.”

“I know you want more, but it is very soon for me… actually for both of us.”

“Which brings me to rule number two.”

“Rule number two?”

“I will not try to make love or in any way force myself sexually upon you during this visit.”

“Oh my. Am I not attractive or sexy enough?”

“I think you know this wooing time is more important for me than it is for you. We connect in different ways. A rush to the bedroom might result in a short relationship. You are far more important to me than one night in bed.”

“I understand and appreciate you treating me with such respect.”

I left my apartment wanting to dance and sing for joy, but my shift beckoned, and two apprentices expected my attention to their dress and for a daily briefing. I closed my apartment door, raced downstairs, and ran into smiling Bella with her palm outstretched, barring my way.

“Did you bed him?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too soon.”

“Tonight, then?”

“He prefers to woo me for a period of his choosing.”

“Fuck! Are you certain this guy is Italian?”

“He’s amazing, Bella.”

“Are you in love?”

“No, but I am drawn to Giovanni and keen to get to know him. I like him, sister.”

My apartment door opened and closed, so Bella and I dashed into the kitchen like giggling schoolchildren. My arousal subsided, but my fascination with Giovanni didn’t. When my sister and I pretended to discuss a work matter, he popped his head around the corner of the door, grinning.

“Good morning, Bella.”

“Ciao, Carla’s new love interest. What are your intentions towards my little sister, dude?”

I nudged my sister hard in the ribs while she bellowed with laughter. I secretly enjoyed how brightly Giovanni’s cheeks burned and that he looked mortified. While Bella stared at him with folded arms as though waiting for an answer, he melted in embarrassment and looked adorable.

“I was planning to take a walk and reacquaint myself with Venice, Carla.”

“That’s nice. If you return at lunchtime, I will bring ours upstairs, and we could dine together, avoiding the torture of my big sister.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.”

“2. p.m., then, Carla?”

“It’s a date.”

After he left, I stared at my sister, who burst into another giggling fit, followed soon after by me. She held onto me, crossing her legs tightly, then ran to the toilet, returning moments later wearing a big grin.

“Marks out of ten so far, Bella?”

“I give him a ten. He is a romantic fool like Luca. A perfect man in every way. He will talk to you about anything and everything, dote on you constantly, run out to buy your tampons and protect you in every way. In return, all he wants is your boundless love and devotion. I like him a lot, sister.”

“I do, too.”

I was so excited that I let Angelo and Sebastien check all deliveries while I stood at their station cutting vegetables to expend energy and create something meaningful, a pile of prep that would last all day. With the radio blaring, I sang and danced at my station and didn’t notice when everyone else stopped to watch me, cheering at the end of a particularly rambunctious song.

I lifted my apron hem, half covering my face, which turned bright crimson.

“Oh, come on, you guys. Don’t embarrass me.”

“Our Brigade loves the singing sous chef.”

“Come on, Luca. I was singing badly… you should have stopped me.”

“I’m serious, Carla… everyone here loves and wishes you the best possible life outcomes.”

“I know… thank you guys.”

It was all too good to be true, and I felt happier than ever I could remember. I strolled outside alone to enjoy a break, pacing around excitedly, repeating the rules Giovanni committed to before visiting me. I felt like a knight’s lady sleeping peacefully with her trusted warrior standing vigil in a candle-lit church, paying homage to god before permitting himself to visit my bed.

Then Judy showed up, and darkness followed in her wake. She grimaced and looked wholly at odds with the universe.

“I’ll leave tomorrow, then?”

“Why does that sound like a question, Judy?”

“Because it is. Have I completely wasted my time here?”

“You were told not to come by a few people, as I recall. You surely gained some benefit by visiting the great vineyards of Lombardy.”

“Yes, but-.”

I placed my finger to my lips, took Judy’s hands in mine, and hugged her tightly, releasing slowly and noticing her surprise.

“What was that for?”

“Go home, Judy. You were successful once, and you can easily do it again. You don’t need me, but at least we can remain friends.”

“How will I do it, Carla? I’m washed out and run down. You were my last hope to fix what I broke.”

She slapped her hands down against her thighs in hopeless frustration. Judy’s tears were real, and I saw defeat writ large in her expression. Years of chasing Michelin stars wore her down, kissing each customer’s ass, assessing the next person through the door, fearing they might be an inspector, and worrying every morning when she opened her emails in case of a bad review.

“Do it for yourself like you did last time, Judy. Fuck the customers if they don’t like your food. If you cook and serve with love, people will come, your restaurant and your cooking style will become famous, and everyone will adore you.”

“I’m not sure I have the energy, Carla.”

“Then go broke and give up like a sad has-been.”

“Fuck off, you cheeky cat. I’m no fucking has-been.”

“You just said you might not have the energy. Sorry, Judy, but that’s a big bucket of self-pity right there.”

Judy looked stunned, with the anger and negativity draining from her face and a realization that she was her own problem taking its place. My job was done, and our friendship restored just as Bella strolled out of the kitchen, hugging me, placing her chin on my shoulder, and staring at Judy.

“Did you tell her, Carla?”

“Not yet.”

My sister handed Judy a piece of paper that she unfolded.

“What is this?”

“A list of six Italian Head Chefs I spoke to in New York, all vying for an interview to work for you. My husband and I can vouch for each one as excellent and capable of running Trattoria Bella’s kitchen. If you need Italian suppliers, please call us, and we will send you to the best people to ensure you don’t get ripped off.”

Judy was speechless, and I enjoyed watching her mouth bob open and closed like a goldfish.

“Why would you do this for me, Bella?”

“Because my beloved sister asked me to.”

Bella hugged me, swaying from side to side, catching up for the years we never knew the other existed. I smiled affably at Judy, enjoying watching her confidence return.

“It wasn’t a wasted trip, Judy. You’ve got this covered. I promise you.”

“I don’t deserve your generosity after the way I treated you.”

“Friends show up on rainy days.”

“Thank you, Carla.”

“Goodbye, Judy.”

She kissed me on both cheeks, then Bella too, and left. I wasn’t sure how Judy would spend her last night in Venice, but I was sure she knew our Trattoria would welcome her. As I watched my old boss and good friend walk away, my anger for her and the restaurant she owned was lost, consigned to becoming a happy memory that had brought me here.

“Our father teaches us from beyond the grave, sister.”

“You taught me how to deal with her, Bella. I did what you would have done.”

“By next week, Judy will have an excellent Head Chef and a new kitchen brigade. I am confident she will succeed.”

I smiled outwardly while glowing with pride inwardly. Another good deed had been done, and a challenge had been overcome. I was moving on and enjoying my life.

It was time to be wooed by a fabulous man.


Chapter Eleven

Another Point Of View

◆◆◆

Another Point Of View

She was the only person there, so I approached, surprising her.

“Hi.”

“Hello. I’m sorry, but the Trattoria is out front. This is the entrance to our kitchen area.”

“I’m looking for Carla.”

“That’s me.”

She smiled in the most friendly way, and my knees suddenly gave way because I realized how ill-prepared I was. A surge of overwhelming emotions slammed into me- surprise, sadness, and a hint of fear. I knew it was her before I even asked, but I was totally unprepared for our meeting.

Carla was beautiful, American, and exactly how I expected her to look.

As I stumbled backward, Carla raced forward, her arms outstretched, genuinely concerned for me. She caught me just as I keeled over a low wall, preventing me from falling into the canal.

“Oh my god, I’m sorry, Carla, I… oh fuck!”

“Sit down. You’re in a mess…. What on earth is going on?”

I sobbed like a baby, face planting into both hands, but Carla pulled them apart, hugging me in a way I had needed for days. Her voice sounded kind, not what I hoped for because I didn’t want to like her at all.

“What’s wrong? Who are you, sweetheart?”

“I’m Sarah. Liam’s wife.”

“Oh fuck!”

She stared at me with fear flooding her eyes, precisely mimicking how I felt. I was immensely grateful that Carla didn’t let go of me because I would have fallen into a filthy-looking canal. Instead, the woman my husband had lied to and slept with held me more tightly, joining my crying.

When she stopped, Carla held my face between her hands, staring kindly.

”Did you know about me, Sarah?”

“No. Liam never said a word until a few days ago when he walked into our Florentine apartment, spilling his guts about you and a whole bunch of other affairs he had. After he disappeared, I stewed for a few days and finally made my way here.”

“Oh my god. I am so fucking sorry, Sarah.”

“Don’t be sorry, please.”

“He said you went home to the States after explaining what he did.”

“Liam is a lying cunt. I permanently live in Florence and have done for years.”

“He never mentioned that.”

“Again… he’s a lying cunt, so why would he?”

When I saw Giovanni coming out of a door, my heart stopped, and my head spun. When he spotted me, the vineyard owner turned white as a sheet and ran forward, looking equally as concerned as Carla.

She sat beside me on the wall, and he took my hand. I saw Carla was shocked, and I could understand why. I came out of the blue, and whether she knew I existed or not, my visit wasn’t something she had expected.

“Sarah, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing, Giovanni.”

“I came here for Carla.”

“But why? What possible reason could you have to see her? How do you know Carla?”

I was instantly suspicious, felt terrified, and had no clue how deep my husband’s deceit played against me or whether others were involved. The owner of a vineyard where Liam and I stayed for a short romantic holiday stood before me, along with the other woman in my marriage.

I knew Carla wasn’t embroiled in the deceit. Liam was very clear about that, but it seemed suspicious that Giovanni and my husband’s mistress were together.

“Can someone explain to me what the fuck is going on, please?”

“Liam got drunk one night and gave me a tip about Carla and this Trattoria.”

“What do you mean by a tip, Giovanni?”

“Tourism and the hospitality sector are big business in Italy to the extent that money often changes hands for information. In this case, I gave you and Liam a free stay at my vineyard because he told me about this Trattoria and its upward trending on social media and booking sites, a tip that seems to be checking out.”

I was caught off guard, and although I tried hard to fathom whether he was telling the truth or not, I was incapable of trusting my instincts, a sad result of recent events.

“Are you with Carla, Giovanni? I mean… as a couple.”

“No, but I hope maybe one day.”

“Did you know about Liam and Carla while we visited your vineyard?”

Giovanni looked petrified, and I felt sorry for him. Having had the total deceit of my husband’s adulterous ways laid out in his moment of selfish honesty broke my heart. After pacing around my apartment for days, I didn’t know where to turn, so I flew to Venice and the scene of Liam’s most recent crime.

“Your husband told me that he’d had an affair with Carla.”

“And the other women? Liam told me there were many others. Did you know about them?”

“He said that having long affairs outside his marriage was something he did often.”

I punched the air in frustration, screaming to release my pain. I rounded on Giovanni in anger, knowing it was a mistake immediately, but I couldn’t hold back my venom.

“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me I was being duped, Giovanni? Oh, please… no, don’t answer that; sorry, you are not my keeper. This isn’t why I came here.”

“I am sorry, Sarah.”

“It’s not your fault, Giovanni. Can you please leave me alone with Carla? I mean no offense, but I need some answers.”

He kissed my hand sweetly, as he had done when checking us in and out of his beautiful vineyard. When Giovanni rounded the corner, walking away, I sniffed like a child and used the tissues to wipe my tears. Carla had one of those kind faces that looked like she would do no intentional harm, even to those she disliked.

“I came here for answers, Carla, not to blame anyone.”

“I get that. Please, ask me anything you want.”

“Did Liam break your heart?”

“At the time we broke up, yes… I thought we were in love. I kissed another guy in the heat of the moment; it tore Liam apart, or so I thought, but it was a cruel ruse to inflict pain on me.”

“Did you see him after that?”

“I saw Liam at the Venice bus terminal two days ago when we returned from our Lombardy wine tour.”

“And what did he say to you?”

“He told me he’d come clean with you and that he would give me another shot.”

“Really? He was as fucking bold as that?”

“Yes. It was humiliating for him because he didn’t know I already knew he was married, but I doubt the reality of his embarrassment penetrated his thick skin.”

“What did you tell him when he offered you a second chance? You don’t have to answer that question if you don’t want to.”

“I sent Liam packing.”

My husband’s hidden persona ambushed me. For years, his excessive kindness and my perception of him giving me love had mitigated a borderline personality disorder I had refused to see. Having met one of his more than two dozen claimed mistresses since we married, I could see what a fool I had been taken for.

“What did he tell you about me, Carla?”

Her brow furrowed deeply, and she cringed as though the question were painful. My heart sank because even though I believed I’d hit rock bottom with Liam’s confession, it was clear that there was more to come.

“Please, Carla. I don’t blame you for what happened, but I must know why, how, and… oh fuck, how bad Liam was.”

“Liam said you died in a traffic accident.”

“Oh my fucking god!”

I slapped a palm covering my mouth and choked, spitting saliva through my fingers, crying my heart and soul out. I leaned on her to prevent myself from falling, and Carla held me up even in the worst moment of my life. She wasn’t at all like the other woman I expected to discover, some dumb fuck who would fall for my husband’s charm like a cheerleader who would smoke a gorgeous married guy’s pole for a few drinks at a bar.

Carla was like me but could spot a loser faster than I could.

“Is there more to tell, Carla?”

“Yes, but-.”

“Tell me. Please, no buts.”

“It’s awful news, Sarah. Brace yourself.”

“Please tell me.”

“Liam said that you died pregnant with your child. He was devastated about that.”

“What a cunt. I have never been pregnant.”

“He claimed that when your personal effects were eventually released, there was a DNA test report among them confirming he was not the father of your baby.”

“Come again?”

My mouth dried like the Gobi desert, and I stared at Carla with my eyes stuck on stalks. I coughed and tried to speak, but my throat was stuck, and my lips couldn’t form the blood-curdling scream I wanted to release.

I shook my head, stared at the heavens, and then fell toward the floor, caught again by Carla, who kneeled beside me, gently lowering me onto my back. I stared into her face, cringing at the irony of being comforted by the woman who fucked my husband.

“Breath deeply, Sarah.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

“We have a common enemy, sweetie.”

I closed my eyes and wished myself dead, but shuffling feet and concerned voices around me focused my mind to the extent I couldn’t even do a decent job of fainting.

“Bella, Luca, help me, please.”

“Who is this sister?”

“It’s Sarah. Liam’s wife.”

“Oh my god, Carla. What the fuck?.”

“Please… help me get her upstairs. The poor woman needs to rest.”


Chapter Twelve

Brokenhearted

◆◆◆

Carla’s Point of View

I stood still, keeping quiet for her sake, staring from my bedroom door at a woman resting in my bed. She hadn’t eaten for days and was dehydrated, all evident once Luca carried her upstairs and lay her on my bed.

Sarah slept fitfully, twitching, crying, and whimpering most heartbreakingly. I had to take her story at face value, albeit my emotions overwhelmingly churned from the moment she told me her name, and I shook like a leaf because I’d got Liam out of my head.

Giovanni paced my apartment living room, clearly feeling distraught, which surprised me because he had sisters, so I figured feminine grief would be his close companion. He tried hiding it, but I saw him cry, so I left Sarah to rest but kept my door open in case she woke and had a breakdown.

As he stared out my window, I stood behind Giovanni, wrapping my arms around his waist. I pulled him close, rested my cheek on his back, and felt the light sobs of a man holding on to his emotions.

“It’s okay to cry when something sad happens, Giovanni.”

“Sarah completely fell apart downstairs, Carla. I haven’t seen anyone so devastated in my life. I feel partly responsible for this nightmare.”

“The only person to blame here is Liam. You can’t mitigate someone deliberately deceiving others on such a massive scale.”

“If Liam were here, I would squeeze his life out.”

“I know it’s difficult to take all this in, Giovanni. God knows I thought Liam was behind me, but we must try to help Sarah. That’s how we beat people like him. If his victims walk away able to continue their lives, he loses, and we all win.”

“How can you look at life in that way, Carla?”

“I can’t see any other perspective that helps. I’m not fighting with an asshole, spending my life source trying to get direct revenge because that is precisely what he craves. Helping Sarah is the closest I will come to letting that wanker back in my life.”

“You are an amazing woman.”

His tone and demeanor suggested Giovanni was being honest. I loved his emotional availability and the empathy so rare in many men. He was a catch, as my mother would describe him, and now, I truly understood what that meant. 

“When people like Liam set out to destroy our lives to entertain and enrich his, we must help each other. It’s the only way, Giovanni. That bastard thrives on tension he creates in other people’s lives. I won’t give him a sideshow, and neither should you. 

He turned around in my arms to face me, and I saw a sadness that equaled mine. My heart pounded when I reached up and used my thumbs to wipe tears from his cheeks. I trembled as feelings of lust and love overcame me, and I stared into the watery, sad eyes of a man I might well be falling in love with.

“May I kiss you, please, Carla?”

“Yes, please. I’d really like that.”

And I loved that you asked.

He smiled like the midday, overpowering sun parting dark clouds, brightening my world. When I held Giovanni’s hands, I felt his positive energy in trembling fingertips, and suddenly, his eyes glistened excitedly like the stars in a big night sky.

When Giovanni leaned forward to kiss me, my stomach knotted, my muscles tensed, I couldn’t breathe, and I fell head over heels in love. 

His lips were like the desert scirocco: light, warm, and filled with a comforting promise. At first, I led our kiss softly, conveying my desire to be his future. He whimpered from somewhere deep in his throat, more of a loving, desirous growl conveying the instincts of love, driving my hormones crazy. 

I lost control, and our lips became a torrid affair, crushing one another while our tongues made love somewhere, nowhere and everywhere.

Giovanni pressed his body hard against mine, and I felt his solid cock poke into my stomach; I lifted an inch, so his erection prodded my pussy that glowed with iridescent sticky arousal, dampening my panties.

My apartment door opened, and I heard a gasp that started us, preventing Giovanni from crushing it in the seduction department.

“Sorry, you guys… I didn’t mean to intrude; I just wanted to check in on Sarah.”

“Come in, Bella, please.”

My sister grinned while my cheeks flushed. I felt like a naughty schoolgirl caught kissing a boy at the front door by Mom. I loved it because I’d become a frisson of excitement, still clinging to the boy’s fingers.

Bella strolled over and handed Giovanni a list.

“What is this, Bella?”

“Trattoria Bella’s first wine order from our favorite vineyard. While all the drama unfolded here, my husband met with all the staff. Your wine came out on top because everyone believes it is a winner, Giovanni, so we need this order filled by next week.”

“Why so soon?”

“We are launching your wine in our Piazza at a small festival the municipality planned and will invite local tourist cartel enablers to enjoy our partnership. We shall have an afternoon of wonderful food and wine to share.”

“Are you doing this free of charge, Bella?”

“Of course. We cannot ask them to pay if we want to win the tourist cartel’s approval. When our Trattoria proves to be better than others, they will not ignore us, or word will get out among tourists that their tour operators and local aggregators are not to be trusted.”

“If you offer free food, I shall not charge for the wine. Also, I am sure my sisters and some of our technicians will come along and talk to people.”

“That would be great.”

Bella looked pleasantly surprised and smiled at Giovanni, making me happy. Her approval of him was crucial to me, and it seemed he had captured her and Luca’s friendship with much more from me.

“I won’t sell my wine to anyone else in Venice, Bella. I am happy to sign an agreement if you would like.”

“It is not necessary. If our food and wine are paired like a romantic couple in love, it will always be so, and we will remain together. Why not join my husband in the kitchen to work out the details? Carla and I have work to do here mending a broken heart.”

I felt so proud of my big sister, who, even though only a few years older than me, had a way of building my confidence with her love. As she closed the apartment door behind my potential boyfriend, Bella turned and giggled excitedly.

“You must sleep with Giovanni tonight. He’s so lovely. If I were unmarried, he would be naked right now, Carla, I am telling you.”

“He wants to wait, at least until after this visit.”

“Why?”

“Giovanni wants more than one night of sex.”

“It sounds old-fashioned.”

“I think he is cute, Bella. Old fashioned and a little frustrating for a girl that desperately wants to fuck him, but making a sacrifice feels important to him, and that matters to me.”

“Oh, Carla. I hope this lucky man is the one.”

“I feel lucky, too, sister.”

“Not like the last bastard.”

I cringed and pointed to my wide-open bedroom door. Bella looked, realized her faux pas, and looked horrified, clamping her mouth shut, having forgotten who was sleeping there.

“Don’t mind me, ladies.”

Fuck, she’s awake.

“Are you awake, Sarah?”

“Just.”

Bella pulled me aside, whispering.

“You must be careful with her, Carla.”

“Why?”

She stared at me as though I were insane, eyes wide, nostrils flaring below a deeply furrowed brow.

“Your ex-boyfriend’s wife is resting in the bed he made love to you in. For fuck’s sake, Carla, can’t you see? Sarah will realize it soon enough, which will be even more upsetting.”

“Oh my! I hadn’t considered that.”

“Carla, Bella… I can hear you whispering. I’ll get out of your way now. I’m so sorry about the trouble I caused.”

We rushed into my bedroom and sat on either side of the bed. Sarah looked precisely like every woman who had spent an entire night crying, but she had gotten there in three hours. I felt sorry for her, supportively clasping the hand of a woman, for whom I was the other woman, well, one of them at least.

Luca ran my station in the kitchen, making no bones that Sarah was our collective priority until we knew she wouldn’t faint again. I rubbed the back of Sarah’s hand reassuringly.

“You can’t leave here until we’re sure you are well enough.”

“I can’t lie in the bed my husband cheated in, Carla. I know it’s not your fault, but being in this apartment isn’t great karma for either of us.”

“It’s Bella’s mother’s apartment. Everything here is steeped in love. There is no better place than this to recover from a painful tragedy. Let’s move into the kitchen because you are probably right about the bed.”

“Okay… are Liam’s things here. I mean, did he leave anything behind?”

“I gave his clothes to a charity shop for homeless people.”

“Good. That’s what he will be soon enough.”

We helped Sarah to her feet, and as she wobbled, I saw a rare beauty under her sad face, unkempt hair, and tears. She was a tall brunette with long, flowing locks that begged to be spiraled in curls that cascaded down her shoulders. She was American but clearly at home in Italy, speaking the local language fluently, so I guessed she had a bloodline somewhere near or in Florence.

It was early evening and chilly outside, so I shut all windows in the apartment and lit a small log fire in my wood-burning stove while Bella poured wine for all three of us. Sarah sat at my kitchen bar with a cardigan pulled tightly around her like a shield.

Sarah’s arms were folded defensively, and she sobbed lightly, shaking her head. Bella slid a glass of wine over the table with friendly sympathy written on her face.

“Drink and enjoy. We have all been where you are with troubles in romance. My husband is bringing us comfort food.”

“I’m not hungry, Bella.”

“You must eat, sweetheart. This is not a good building to say you are not hungry in.”

I rejoined them, sipping my wine and raising Sarah’s glass that was loosely cradled in one of her shaking palms. She sipped the wine, looked at it with an expert eye, then laughed.

“This is Giovanni’s wine.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Liam and I drank this every night at dinner while he told me how much he loved me. I have a case of it sitting in my Florence apartment.”

“It is an excellent wine. Giovanni believes in singing to his vines, Sarah.”

“I’m glad you and he found each other.”

“Me too.”

Sarah was in deep contemplation, oozing tears she wiped away every few seconds with tissues Bella and I handed her. Her eyes were bloated, red, and raw, and she looked tired, just as I had been when Liam abandoned me, returning to his wife as though neither of us mattered.

“You said Liam would be homeless soon. What did you mean by that?”

“The apartment in Florence is mine. Our home in Chicago is also mine, and my parents live there. Liam has no family that I am aware of and no job, so as soon as his current account balance empties and he is maxed out on credit cards, he has nowhere to go.”

“Holy shit, what about-.”

“Keys to my apartment?”

“Yes.”

“I changed the apartment locks before coming here and told security he is banned. They will call the police if he tries to lie or force his way in.”

“Good for you.”

“We have a prenup agreement, and this situation means he is truly fucked.”

“How do you make a living, Sarah?”

“I manage the museums in Florence. I am also a visiting fellow for twelve internationally renowned Universities, Oxford, Yale…”

“You were his meal ticket.”

“Yes.”

“Liam is fucked now then.”

“I don’t want to fight him, Carla. I’m terrified of my husband, not because he is violent, he’s never been, but all these years of marriage are worthless, and I can see now he must be a fucking psychopath.”

“He knows how to lie. You can watch a thief but can’t watch a liar.”

My apartment door opened, and Luca walked in with a big smile. Angelo and Sebastien followed, bearing plates and bowls of food. We had a beef stew with rosemary, potatoes, carrots and parsnip. He’d made my favorite chicken porcini risotto, and there was a gnocchi di patate. It was an eclectic mix that seemed odd under normal circumstances, but it was exactly the comfort food a woman grieving over a love lost would enjoy.

“I have ice cream to bring up later. A homemade chocolate chip, with three spoons.”

“Thank you, husband.”

“Carla’s Mom made up our spare room downstairs, Bella.”

“That’s good.”

Sarah looked stunned and glanced between the three of us, settling on Bella, who shook her head, looking like she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“You must stay with us, Sarah. It’s no good to be alone at this time. Call your parents in the States and ask them to come here by all means, but don’t leave us until you have some company to support you. This pain, too, shall ease.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“Yes. Carla, Luca, and I insist.”

Giovanni stayed away until midnight when Sarah moved downstairs and took up Bella and Luca’s spare room. While sitting at the kitchen bar, enjoying a glass of wine with my suitor, who barely sipped his, I considered the three floors of our Trattoria and an odd mix of people.

“This place smells of love, Carla. I feel it.”

“Yes, it does. I was thinking the same.”

“I feel elevated.”

“What do you mean, Giovanni?”

“My body chemistry is charging me into love. I am excited every time you are close by. I want you so much, I feel like tearing off my clothes and begging you to make love to me.”

“You wouldn’t need to beg very hard.”

“I want to love you forever, Carla.”

“I want you to love me right now.”

“I promised myself to abstain during this visit.”

“I know that is important to you, honey, so we should part ways tonight before I push too hard. I’ll get your duvet and pillows.”

To Giovanni’s amazement and possible chagrin, I poured the half glass of wine remaining in his glass back into a one-third full bottle. I giggled at the look of horror on his face and rocked back and forth on my stool, laughing off my troubles.

“It’s still great for cooking, Giovanni. It would be a crime to waste such fine wine.”

“Ahh, okay. It’s not for drinking another time, then?”

“Absolutely not. Once a bottle is opened, all dregs are used in the kitchen.”

“Dregs? Jesus Carla, you cannot use such a turn of phrase with a vineyard owner. Dregs, indeed. I sang to this wine.”

Giovanni shook his head but smiled, treating me to his passion for wine, especially the nectar squeezed from grapes he serenaded. I fetched bedding while he carefully, no, lovingly recorked a bottle he probably filled himself. After dropping everything on the sofa, I paused, watching him talk to the wine, promising to educate me in the finer points of viniculture, and I laughed loudly.

He spun around, looking embarrassed, smiling adorably.

“What is it?”

“Did you just kiss the bottle?”

“Yes. I kiss the things I love.”

“You kissed me.”

“I love you, Carla.”

“Then join me in my bed. We can both wear pajamas and promise not to make love. It would be nice to fall asleep in each other’s arms. We could pretend I got my period.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

I lied, knowing I was unfairly trapping him, but I fully intended to support his golden rules and make no attempt at seduction. If we became lovers, I would want Giovanni to fuck me during my period, but he couldn’t know that, and at least he would feel comfortable sleeping with me.

“Can we be exclusive, Carla?“

“Exclusive, how?”

“Romantically speaking. Can we commit to one another for a period until we know for certain whether we want to be together?”

“Do you mean like an unconsummated boyfriend and girlfriend relationship?”

“Yes, exactly that.”

His cuteness and love of romance were off the charts. Giovanni was chasing me hard and wanted to increase that pace and effort, making me feel more desired than any man or woman ever had. I floated on his cloud of sparkling love as my body trembled and rippled with pleasure.

My pussy leaked sticky hormones of love into a damp gusset, begging for Giovanni’s cock to slide deep inside and fuck me until he decanted his seed. A voice of calm reason deep inside me suggested he was right and that my horny disposition might ruin something deeply meaningful in his plan.

“Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?”

“Yes, please.”

“I accept.”

I led him by the hand to my bedroom, shedding my clothes so he could see me naked before I showered. I turned around slowly, ensuring he saw me completely while I shimmered, with rock-hard nipples, a throbbing, leaking pussy, and a pounding heart.

I wasn’t teasing Giovanni, just connecting and showing him what was now exclusively his, by virtue of our agreement. His eyes were on fire, and I saw uncontrolled micro-expressions of love and lust dance on his face.

After I showered, Giovanni went next, turning his back while undressing so I couldn’t see his cock.

“That’s not fair. You saw mine.”

“I know, but I am ashamed.”

“Because you have an erection?”

“Yes.”

“Please let me see it. I would be disappointed if your cock wasn’t hard for me.”

Giovanni turned around slowly, giving me a full, deliciously appetizing view of a gladiator’s body. He was stunning in every sense, and once his cock hove into view, I knew that once my new boyfriend was ready to make love, I would be a very happy girl.

He looked shy and adorable.

“You are staring at me, Carla.”

“You are so beautiful.”

“Really?”

“Come on. You know you are.”

“You are staring at my cock.”

“I know. It is so fucking big, beautiful and hard. How can you not make love to me?”

“If our relationship lasts and grows after a few nights without sex, there is a good chance it will be strong forever. You'll know that I love you for you, and our moment is not simply chemistry or basic sexual attraction.”

“I understand, Giovanni.”

“I want you to love me forever, as I will you.”

He showered and returned with an equally solid cock, so I knew Giovanni hadn’t jerked off while bathing. When he dressed in Pyjamas, I hauled him into my bed, kissing my boyfriend, rubbing myself against his cock, hoping he might cum, if only to ease his arousal.

When our kissing calmed to a simmer, we talked with our heads on one pillow, staring into each other’s eyes. Giovanni’s voice lulled me into a dream as he spoke lovingly about his vineyard, family, and thoughts about me and him, a couple in love.

He rolled me gently into his loving spoon, and I smiled, half asleep, when I pushed my ass back and felt his solid cock, drilling into me.

“Goodnight, Carla.”

“Goodnight, sweet boyfriend.”


Chapter Thirteen

Passionate Farewell

◆◆◆

I felt his breath on my face before I woke. A man was in my bed, an honest, decent, warm, and seemingly loyal man who only wanted me. Giovanni was the stuff of my teenage dreams. A handsome prince who would sacrifice all to win my hand.

Something about Giovanni’s presence close by stirred me from an enjoyable dream that I was sure he featured in. I smelled his manliness, a mixture of shower gel that lingered, the perspiration of sleep, and, perhaps, a mild aroma of musky precum that leaked into his pajama pants from a circumcised cock that stayed hard, even when he slept. 

When I opened my eyes, he smiled and started my day off in the best possible way.

“Good Morning, boyfriend. How long have you been awake, watching me?”

“Long enough to know you purr like a contented kitten and twitch your nose in the cutest way. Also, you form adorable dimples when smiling as your dreams provoke it.”

“And you got all that from what? Ten minutes of observing my sleep, or were you up all night?”

“I woke an hour ago and have watched you since.”

I shunted myself closer into the loving envelope of a man who affectionately cocooned me. I stared into his eyes, seducing him until the tiniest quiver of his bottom lip gave me a sign to move in. His kiss was fresh and tasted of mint, but Giovanni didn’t know that I felt him wake up an hour ago, use the bathroom to brush his teeth, and return to me, almost silently sliding back under my duvet.

Giovanni also didn’t know that I rose an hour earlier than he did, brushed my teeth, fixed my unruly hair, and checked for any make-up streaks. When I was presentable and slid back into my bed, he had no idea.

“Shall we run this morning, Carla?”

“Let’s stay here and cuddle for a while. You will leave me today, and I am sure tears will flow, surely mine, if not yours.”

“I like cuddling and hate leaving.”

We kissed more, becoming fervently aroused, almost grinding on each other like a dry hump. I wanted to relieve his morning wood, but rules are rules, and the best things in life are worth the wait, so I never offered. My pussy ached to be fucked, but nothing would make me compromise what Giovanni felt was necessary.

With no outdoor area to set up, the Cafe would take care of itself. I had a broken bird’s wing to help fix, courtesy of my ex-boyfriend, so I invited Sarah and Bella to join us upstairs for breakfast to bond. Luca would be visiting the fish market, after which he would potter in his kitchen alone, testing every blade, pan, and utensil, ensuring our ingredients were fresh and that his battlefield was prepared for its brigade.

Bella brought up a disheveled-looking Sarah, which made Giovanni nervous. Her hair was messy, and tear-stained mascara gave her a dreadful mask and pitiful look. I cuddled my boyfriend and whispered.

“You don’t like seeing a woman in distress, do you?”

“I don’t think many men do, Carla. It is in our nature to protect women if they will let us.”

“I’ll always let you, sweetheart.”

“I need that because it is the kind of man I am.”

“I know. Well… there is one good thing about Sarah being here.”

“What’s that?”

“You lost the morning wood poking into me when we talked earlier. A crying woman will always have that sobering effect on any man, Giovanni.”

“Should I thank her?”

“Maybe another time when she has recovered.”

He laughed but snuffled it out quickly to avoid offending Sarah, who was in a highly delicate state when Bella delivered her to a stool while I stood on the other side of my breakfast bar at the ready with a skillet, two eggs in one hand, and bowls with prep, comprising mushrooms, parma ham, and Gorgonzola cheese.

I grinned as infectiously as possible.

“Would you like an omelet, Sarah?”

“Yes, please, but no cheese, though. I am dieting.”

“You have a perfect figure.”

“Liam didn’t think so.”

“Fuck him! Do you like blue cheese, yes or no?”

“I love it.”

“Then you’ll have it. Get some coffee inside you, and we’ll devise a plan for the day.”

Sarah accepted a coffee from Giovanni, nodding gratefully but still with a deep sadness etched on her face. She sipped while slowly keeling over like the tower in Pisa until her head planted on Bella’s shoulder. My sister gently ran her fingers through our broken-hearted new friend’s hair while she sobbed.

“He told you I was dead, Carla. I mean, what the fuck? Who tells people his wife is dead.”

“You’ll shed tears for the asshole a while longer, but after a while, the pain will go away. It always does.”

“Yes.”

“In the meantime, you’ll stay with us.”

“I can’t do that.”

“You have no choice, Sarah. Are your parents flying over?”

“No. They commiserated and said the usual stuff—I told you so without actually saying it, then Mom said I should come home if I am so bad. It’s not an emergency in their eyes. Dad said I should get a lawyer and divorce his ass.”

“Oh, my, Sarah.”

She stared at me through tearful eyes and a pained, helpless expression, almost like a beaten dog in a rescue home. Some tough love might be needed soon, but not today. Pity parties are part of overcoming personal setbacks, and she needed some of that, but Sarah couldn’t remain in hers for more than a few days.

“My parents are made of sturdier stuff than me, Carla.”

“Did your Dad fuck dozens of other women, telling them his wife was dead as a pickup line?”

“No.”

“Then you can’t make any comparison between you and them. You’ll stay here, and when you return to Florence, we’ll come and help you settle in.”

She looked incredulous and gawped at my sister, who nodded her agreement and smiled, supporting me, supporting her. Surprisingly, there was no mournful atmosphere in my apartment, and when Angelo joined us, showered, dressed, and eager to cook, he didn’t act as though anything much was going on.

Sarah looked at him inquiringly, surprised a young guy had emerged from my spare bedroom. He must have snuck in late because I thought he was staying with his boyfriend. As though to answer an unasked question, Angelo drank an espresso shot and smiled at our heartbroken patient.

“Carla is my boss and flatmate.”

“You are a lucky man.”

“She took me in when I was broken. Luca, Bella, and Carla fixed me, and they are my family now.”

He kissed Bella on the cheek, then me, and took the bowl out of my hand to whisk eggs while I turned my attention to heating pans on gas hobs.

“I love you too, Angelo.”

“You see. I am the little brother that these two sisters deserve.”

He stepped up, finishing off omelets and cracking more eggs to make one for himself. I stood side by side with my apprentice and little brother at my cooker, wondering if my future husband, whoever that was, would let my apprentices live with us.

Bella smiled at Angelo when she and Sarah’s omelet hit the table, throwing an arm around his shoulder and pulling him in for a big hug.

“You won’t leave Carla and me, Angelo.”

“Of course not, Patroness.”

“It wasn’t a question, honey.”

After breakfast was cleared and before my shift began, I went downstairs with Giovanni. His bags were already packed, standing ready at the back door like harbingers of my sadness. He also looked glum, almost crying, and I saw powerful emotions rippling through his face.

“I will leave now, Carla. You are busy, and I don’t want to mope around getting in your way.”

“Let’s think positively. Let me know when you will visit next, honey, and we can talk or video chat every day.”

As goodbye kisses go, ours was a Hollywood blockbuster romance movie closing scene with fireworks in his eyes as his lips trembled like silken butterfly wings brushing against mine. Sexual, happy hormones swept me up, and I rued that I couldn’t tear off Giovanni’s clothes and fuck him all day.

I pressed both palms against Giovanni’s chest, staring into his loving eyes. His heart thumped fast and hard, vibrating his life tune into my flesh, and he smiled. Without averting my eyes, I slid my hand down his stomach and over the denim button fly cover until I gripped his stiff shaft, which hung to the right, rubbing its entire length.

“Does that feel nice?”

“Yes, but-.”

“No but’s, please, honey… I struggled to keep my hands off you last night, Giovanni, but I understand why this period of abstinence was important.”

“Only for me, or do you think it was good for both of us?”

“You slept in my bed and didn’t lay an inappropriate finger on me. Not one finger reached down to my ass cheeks, Giovanni. I was impressed, but more than that, I fell more deeply in love.”

“You are more important than one night of passion to me, Carla.”

“I’ll confess I didn’t believe you would follow through. I was convinced that you would cave in before I did, but you held fast, and even now, while I am rubbing your stiff cock, you won’t give in. Or will you?”

‘“What do you mean?”

“Why don’t I take you downstairs and suck your cock, right now?”

“Please… no, my sweetheart. Let’s wait.”

“Yes, okay, let’s do that.”

My final offer of a blowjob was a test, making me more deceitful than I had wanted to be. I needed to know how far Giovanni would go with his rules, and now I knew, albeit at the risk of presenting myself as a wanton slut.

He kissed me again, picked up his bag, and walked away with tears in his eyes. Shuffling feet nearby suggested a spy had observed us, and Bella broke her cover. She was beside me almost instantly, holding me from behind and perching her chin on my shoulder as we watched my new boyfriend walk away.

“Would you have sucked his cock, had he said yes, sister?”

“You heard all of that?”

“I am your older, married sister. I believe it is my right to pry into matters of your heart; now, please, answer me.”

“Yes, I would… but I’d have been very disappointed.”

“Men are not biologically programmed to do what he did last night, Carla. I believe he wanted to prove his love to you meaningfully. You have a very good man on your hands.”

“I know.”

“I approve of him.”


Chapter Fourteen

Something Wonderful

◆◆◆

As Giovanni vanished, I wept, and tears cascaded down my cheeks. Bella, always a comforting presence, dabbed them away with tissues she thoughtfully stashed in my pocket, knowing I would need them later.

“If you need time to yourself, my apartment is empty unless Sarah has already returned there to shower.”

“I just need a moment. Could you stay here with me, Bella? I need you right now.”

“Of course, sweet sister, but remember, this is not a goodbye between you and Giovanni.”

“What is it then?”

“Arrivederci - It means until you guys meet again. It is a much better lens through which to view this moment. He promised to return, and I guarantee he will.”

“Yes, arrivederci is a much better way of seeing things.”

From the instant Giovanni departed, I felt a profound sense of loss. Provoked by powerful hormones, my emotions were tethered to him by a bond that became increasingly intense and enduring, a connection surpassing any I had felt with previous partners, even Liam.

“I’ll go upstairs for a coffee, Bella. I want to talk with Sarah about something nagging at me.”

“Okay, good. We need to get her out and about today if possible. I thought she might visit a few local wine cellars with us. Understanding what vintages are emerging and who stocks what will be useful.”

“We still have gaps in our list. Are you filling them from around here?”

“If we get the right deal, yes. My secret stash will be a much slower burn once I show Luca. The cellar is a secret weapon, Carla. Guests will come from everywhere to enjoy that collection, but I don’t think we are ready to break it out.”

“We’ll make mistakes in the first season stepping up.”

“Exactly, and in Giovanni, we already have a unique selling point for year one. We need another twelve reds and four whites, especially a good cab.”

“I’ll see if Sarah will come.”

As I ascended the stairs, each step up unburdened me. Thoughts about our new evening dining room, the menu changeover, and a new, comprehensive wine list were the positive vibes I needed to get me over a sad farewell.

In my apartment, Sarah moped around at the kitchen counter, cradling a glass cup half full of what I knew was a cold cappuccino. I hugged her from behind and whispered in her ear.

“Would you like a hot refill?”

“Yes, please, Carla.”

“Coming right up.”

While making two fresh cappuccinos, I handed Sarah the packet of tissues from my pocket. She stared at them, then looked at me and smiled in solidarity.

“Do you miss Giovanni already?”

“Very much. Nothing is better than a good man to renew your faith in romance. I know it’s early, but the best way to beat Liam is to move forward positively, one step at a time.”

“Is that what you did when Liam deserted you, Carla?”

“Yes. It was damn hard at first, but every day got easier.”

“It feels so awful because when I am alone, I overthink and remember differently, picking up signs that we had problems I failed to see at the time.”

“Such as?”

Sarah gulped, a sign she was frightened to have overshared. Her eyes were fixed on a dollar-sized polished smooth wood knot on my kitchen counter as she averted them from mine. We reached a junction where she must decide where our relationship would go. I was an unwitting mistress to a husband who utterly betrayed her, and few would want to create a long-term friendship out of that.

“You don’t have to share anything with me, Sarah.”

“I want to, but I am scared because, by all logic, we should not become friends.”

“We can defy logic and see ourselves as having a betrayal in common. No way would I have broken the girl code had I known about you, Sarah.”

“Really?”

“Damn fucking straight.”

“You slept with my husband, loved him as I did, and now… here we are.”

“Yes, indeed. Here we are. I’ll kick this off by saying Liam was a very convincing lover, in bed and out of it. When he fucked me, I believed I was the only girl in the world… what about you?”

Her neck snapped up, and for a moment, Sarah’s incredulous expression suggested her mood could go either way. My nerves settled when she bellowed with laughter because a risky ploy to prod Sarah out of her unhappiness seemed to have worked.

“My husband was the same with me, Carla, but now, we both know it was a lie. We shared a man who deceived us, and I can’t hold that against you.”

“Exactly. Liam played at love because what he wanted was sex.”

Sarah’s mood had changed. Her broken heart wasn’t repaired, but at least the signposts leading her life back to normality confirmed she was not at fault, ever.

“He asked me for an open marriage years ago. That’s what I was about to say when I held something back. Liam came to me on our third wedding anniversary and asked if we could both date other people in an ethical monogamistic way.”

“What the fuck, Sarah?”

“Yeah… it should have been the sign to end our marriage, but like a fool, I believed I could talk him out of it.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him no thanks, but he kept on for over a year, getting more insistent, so I filed for a divorce even though I loved him dearly. I couldn’t share my husband. He backed off with divorce on the table, but I was the fool who should have left after that big fucking red flag was waved in my face.”

“Did Liam never mention an open marriage again, Sarah?”

“Nope, but look what he did instead… he made us share him, possibly out of spite to me. You got caught up in this because I was too weak to divorce him… oh my god, I’m fucking blaming myself… Jesus!.”

“You have to stop doing that, Sarah.”

“Yeah, I just did. This isn’t my fault in the slightest, and neither is it yours.”

She smiled in an ironic but happy way, having leaped over a hurdle. The more Sarah knew her marriage had been a sham for some time, the more heartbreak she would feel now, but soon, happiness would follow, and these truths, when fully processed later, would lead to her improved mental state.

“Bella and I want you to join us on a small wine tour around Venice. We are scouting out the last few missing bottles for our new list.”

“I would love to.”

“Nice. I have some prep to do in the kitchen. Perhaps you can shower here or downstairs. Feel free to help yourself to my wardrobe until you buy more.”

“This is too weird, Carla.”

We had slept with the same guy and, as such, could compare notes on his sexual prowess if we were so inclined, which neither of us seemed to be. I knew Sarah was having trouble understanding why my kindness was readily given, and I wanted to explain.

“Knowing you were out there makes it easier for me, Sarah. I understand that I wasn’t the problem in my relationship with Liam, and he never left me because of one silly kiss. I can rest easier knowing you and others were out there.”

“I’m feeling the same way. Liam did to you what he did to me, and seeing as you have been so lovely to me, I can rest better knowing I wasn’t the only one with my heart destroyed. I think if you had been complicit and known he was married, it would have broken me completely.

“I agree it is a weird basis for friendship, but I think that’s what we are becoming. Oh… oh… what was that Cameron Diaz movie?”

“The Other Woman.”

“That’s it.”

“Leslie Mann had two mistresses; I have at least twelve. I think I’ll stick with you and forget about the others.”

We laughed, just like in the movie, but only after floods of tears, rages, and immense outpouring of grief. As I wrapped my arm around Sarah’s shoulder in solidarity, she nodded like a woman who had just turned the page. There were many more pages with sad anecdotes in front of her, but I was sure each had a lesser tragic word count than the last.

She stood with resolve and fire in her eyes, smiling.

“I’ll take a shower and meet you downstairs, Carla.”

“Don’t rush. Our major wine stockists are open all day this time of the year, courting next year’s menus.”

“I’ll cut away later because I could visit a few galleries while I am here. While critiquing art, I can be simultaneously miserable and happy and return more revived later.”

“Attagirl.”

I downed my coffee and washed our cups. As I skirted around the kitchen counter on my way out, Sarah slipped off her stool and bear-hugged me. She trembled, and I heard her choking on tears.

“Thank you, Carla.”

“Not necessary, honey.”

I left Sarah feeling positive. A new boyfriend had rejuvenated and focused me, and soon, the same would happen for Sarah. For every asshole guy, there were fifty awesome ones, and now I had my own.

In our kitchen, we worked hard, creating a window of opportunity for new menu creation and testing later in the day. With three days left until Christmas, we had a full house every night, half full every lunchtime service.

The cafe was crowded all day with casual diners and those grabbing a quick coffee at the bar on their way somewhere or nowhere. Sam and Mom stayed open much later than usual, selling coffee and slices of cake into the night to help fill Bella’s coffers, insisting on unpaid overtime.

My contractors were there until very late, upgrading electrical wiring and gas lines, polishing the wooden floor, delivering new furniture, and hanging handmade drapes.

When I was done in the kitchen and about to leave on our wine tour, Angelo made his way to me, whispering.

“Something very cool is about to happen. Put your knives down and wait a moment, please, Chef.”

“Okay, what is it?”

“A surprise.”

I noticed everyone had stopped working, including Luca, who wore a beaming smile. The radio thumped another high-tempo chart-topping hit, so the one person who was about to be surprised had no clue her co-workers were watching her.

Maria eventually caught on and glanced at everyone in turn, very confused, as it dawned on her that she was the center of attention. She set down a boning knife and stepped away from half a pig wearing a pristine apron that, on anyone else, would look like a murder scene.

“What is going on guys?”

“It’s your birthday.”

“That’s a secret, Luca. Please don’t sing for me… it’s so embarrassing.”

“You have nothing to fear from us, sweet Boucher.”

Salvatore snuck out from behind her, presenting an enormous bunch of tightly packed red roses not yet blooming. Maria looked stunned, clasped a hand over her mouth, stepped back to hold her balance, and almost instantly burst into tears while everyone cheered and applauded.

“Happy birthday, dear, sweet Maria.”

“Oh my god. I wondered why your suit was out this morning.”

Salvatore wore a beautiful charcoal gray single-breasted, two-button suit with crisp lines and a soft furl on his notched lapel, creating an air of understated sophistication in his gentlemanly demeanor. He looked like a King hunting down his Queen. With the radio switched off, our kitchen was silent save for a few shuffling feet from the restaurant as our colleagues filed in.

Maria grinned and swayed like a girl whose dreams were becoming real. She smiled at Salvatore, sniffing her flowers and pulling on her bottom lip.

“This is a huge amount of roses, Salvatore.”

“One hundred and twelve.”

“Why this number?”

“One rose for every season of your life. Four every year for twenty-eight years, which is how long I have known you.”

Her calm face cracked slowly into a weepy mess. Tears flooded Maria’s cheeks as she beheld the man she had loved for many years. Recent events, a real conversation, and truth finally brought their shared devotion into the light, bathing in one another.

Salvatore suddenly dropped to one knee, and a collective gasp rippled through me, gripping my heart. Maria looked terrified, staring down at the man with whom she was completely besotted.

“I can’t say it feels like I have known you all my life because I am a couple of years older than you, but I have known you for all of yours. That is why I am certain about what I will say here, witnessed by your friends.”

“They are your friends too, Salvatore.”

“This time we have spent together, although short, has been the best in my life.”

“For me too, Salvatore.”

“Will you marry me, Maria?”

Maria’s cheeks flushed, and her watery hazel eyes widened like saucers. For the few moments of utter silence in our kitchen, Salvatore owned everyone, wearing the most genuine expression of love etched into his face. I felt so happy for them and for Sarah, who strolled in behind me, slipping her hand into mine, grinning so happily her tears evaporated.

I leaned closer to her and whispered.

“We keep trying until we find this true love one day, Sarah.”

“I need time, but I won’t give up. Thank you, Carla.”

Maria’s nostrils flared as she exhaled rapidly, crying out, giving in to her emotions, and falling into Salvatore’s arms.

“Of course… yes… yes, I will marry you today, next week, or whenever you wish, sweet man.”

If Italians are anything, they are passionate about true love. The whole country stands still in the sight of true lovers as we do now at Trattoria Bella until the marriage proposal is complete. Our kitchen echoed the roar of a jubilant crowd who hugged each other, cheered, and shouted before breaking into song. Maria kissed her fiancee for the first time, and I saw the love in both their eyes that would see them through life’s challenges together.

Bella, grinning broadly, pointed to the back door, and I turned, followed outside by Sarah and her. We walked away, laughed, smiled, and exchanged notes about Salvatore’s proposal, which was damn near perfect.

Bella linked her arm through mine on one side while Sarah took the other.

“Salvatore was clever with those roses, Bella.”

“Yes, sister… he did well. Next, it will be your turn, then Sarah, perhaps Angelo and Sebastien, and finally my sister-in-law.”

“Do you think Sam and Margarita will ever get married?”

“It’s called a civil union here but amounts to the same thing, and yes, once Sam’s kids can come to terms with their father being permanently gone, I hope so.”

“Me too.”

When I thought about how quickly romance blossomed in our piazza, I considered my mother and wondered whether she might find another true love. Part of me wanted her to miss my father forever, but that was the selfishness of a child who loved both parents deeply.

I would wait and speak to my mother, dropping hints that I would be okay if she found someone, not that it was any of my business. As I brooded on matters of the heart, Sarah, Maria, Mom, and Giovanni flowed through my thoughts like powerful gusts of melancholy obliquely buffeting my soul from every angle.

“We are here, Carla; wake up from your daydream.”

“Oh, sorry… I was a million miles away. Where are we?”

“Millenia Vini. They sell retail and trade. It is a good place to start.”

It was a typical Venetian wine stockist - small, crammed with floor-to-ceiling wrought iron stands bolted into the walls with wooden separators between varietals. Each compartment held around twenty bottles.

The wooden plank floor looked like it was robbed from an ancient trading ship. It was dark, smooth, richly polished, and it held dozens of cases stacked waist-high like a floor maze through which customers could meander.

Bella smiled and waved at the owner, who stood behind a tiny counter with barely enough room for his cash register and wrapping paper.

“Ciao Enrico.”

“Umm… ciao, Bella… I wasn’t expecting you.”

I knew something was horribly wrong from the look on Enrico’s face which had drained of color. He coughed, deeply furrowed his brow, and bowed his head, shaking it sadly, collecting his thoughts while preparing a speech.

“I am deeply sorry, but I can’t serve you here, Bella.”

“What do you mean… have Luca, or I offended you somehow?”

“No.”

“We haven’t got an outstanding bill; I know that much for sure.”

“You always pay on time.”

“Then spit it out, Enrico. What’s the game here?”

“Federico from Quadri threatens that if I supply you, he will go elsewhere.”

“Are you serious, Enrico?”

“I’m sorry, Bella.”

“Hmm, okay… in that case, we will go elsewhere.”

Bella was defiant and possibly upset but not showing it, most likely having dealt with such situations before. On the other hand, I felt furious, more at Federico’s betrayal after his charm offensive to steal me from Bella than the spineless wine trader who cowered to a threat.

“Federico has warned every wine trader in the city. He has sway with Michelin and others.”

My sister marched up to the terrified man, wagging an accusatory finger, in complete Italian-scorned woman assault mode. He shrunk back, almost trying to merge with the wooden wine cases stacked behind him.

“Federico is supposed to be our fucking partner, Enrico. We are building a website in collaboration with the municipality.”

“The website is going ahead, Bella, but he left you out of it. I am so sorry.”

“Bastard!”


Chapter Fifteen

A Besom Sweeps Clean

◆◆◆

Bella was incandescent with rage when we walked away from the wine seller after receiving dire news. I had an out-of-body experience and struggled to grasp my reality as Federico’s deceit percolated through my dulled brain, eventually punctuating painfully through an uneasy emotional state of mind.

Sarah’s anxiety rose quickly, and she split from us, hurrying away in the opposite direction. I couldn’t blame her, figuring she had enough emotional wreckage to deal with without watching our lives descend into chaos. As she strode out quickly, getting up a head of steam, I couldn’t match my sister’s pace as she aimed herself in the general direction of Federico’s restaurant, as I imagined a cruise missile would.

“Where are we going?”

“To see that old shit bag and give him a piece of our minds.”

“No… no, Bella, please, no… I am begging you, don’t do this.”

“Why the fuck not?”

She slowed momentarily, and I managed to haul Bella into a U-turn, but it was like forcing an oil tanker to adjust course by one hundred and eighty degrees. A small cicchetti house nearby looked like a beacon of safety, so I dragged my sister down two steps before its wooden and glass-paneled front door and three more steps after it into a dimly lit food paradise.

Inside, the ancient dining room was empty. The patron, an elderly man with a kind smile, set down his Besom and smiled. I flashed a forced grin and pointed to a table, barking an order without my usual politeness, feeling flustered.

“Six small plates and two Aperol spritzers, please, patron.”

“My wife calls me Tony.”

“We need to rest up, please, Tony.”

“It is not yet 10 a.m., and two beautiful women seek solace in a glass of alcohol. I am worried.”

“It’s just to calm our nerves.”

“And what small plates would you like to eat? I have all kinds of fresh cicchetti.”

“I don’t know - please serve something you would eat when a friend betrays you.”

“Eggs.”

I smiled at Tony while calming Bella, easing her into a wooden chair with a slightly frayed rattan seat and back. The table in front was old and scratched by good times, overuse, and bored kids who had lost patience with their parents but had a few coins to embellish their names by carving through the varnish.

Tony leaned against his hefty wooden bar, studying us carefully. It looked like the wheelhouse of an ancient trading ship, smoothed by oceans battering it. As I admired the facade, I wondered how much wood was used in the construction of Venice, which had circumnavigated the world more than once.

I soaked up the long, narrow, traditional cicchetti house, which had uneven, iron-nailed, polished wooden floorboards underfoot, plain rendered stucco walls scuffed in random places by small, dirty hands, and dusty lampshades that splashed everywhere with a cozy orange hue.

“Wow! This is a beautiful cafe.”

“Thank you. It is a Cicchetti house, and to answer your question, I definitely recommend eggs, some potato, meat, and fish toppings, but for the alcohol, you must promise to eat every bruschetta on which each masterpiece is mounted - no scraping it off, to eat only toppings.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

“And you can only have one alcoholic drink, which is on the house.”

“Why?”

“You look like you had a bad day, but I am still not serving more than one alcoholic drink to two girls at this time of the day.”

“We are women.”

“I’m eighty-one. You are girls. Do we have a deal, or are you leaving now?”

“We have a deal.”

I loved Tony for his authenticity, and on another day, I would have gently probed his life story, which I imagined was filled with hard work, romance, a great wife, and many kids. But Bella needed my attention because she was beyond angry - she was also beyond showing it and had settled into a simmering rage infused by visions of her revenge.

Our drinks arrived quickly, accompanied by two glasses of water and the first small plate, a delicious egg mayonnaise on a toasted bruschetta bread base. I forced Bella to eat one, then held her drink to her mouth while she stared at me in utter confusion.

“Why, Carla?”

“You’ve had a shock - some food and an Aperol spritzer will help.”

“No. I mean, why the fuck did he do this? I thought Federico was our friend.”

“Your competitor is never your friend, Bella.”

We both snapped our heads around and stared at Tony, who had taken up a besom and swept his uneven boards like they were hallowed ground. He paused, rested both palms overlapping each other on the broom pole tip, then placed his chin on his knuckles and smiled, sighing deeply.

“What did you say, Tony?”

“I said - Your competitor is never your friend. Oh yes… they will talk sweetly, whispering love into your ears like the guy who wants you for one night, but this is not true love, especially when you dance with the devil.”

“Are you saying Federico is the devil?”

“No - Michelin is the incarnation of Lucifer walking the Earth, and his acolytes are those sad restauranteurs who veer into their orbit, seeing dollar signs. I must prepare the rest of your small plates, but do not fret about this man or his Michelin because they are flies drifting in the wind.”

“I love the egg mayonnaise. It’s amazing.”

“I know.”

When I pointed at her glass, Bella was polishing off the last of the egg mayonnaise cicchetti and was halfway through her Aperol.

“Go easy on that, sis - Tony says he won’t serve us more alcohol, and I believe he is good to his word.”

“Fuck him, Carla!”

“Who, Tony?”

“No… Federico.”

“Yeah… fuck that guy.”

We rested into a conspiratorial malaise, each devising an imagined ending for Federico’s life. Mine involved a woodchipper, and I cursed that I lacked originality, having often used that means of killing and disposal in dreams about my enemies.

I thought about Tony’s wise words as one delicious plate of food after another slid wordlessly onto our table. He was an excellent patron chef, but I said nothing more about his food, focusing on my beloved sister.

“We were stupid, Carla.”

“We trusted someone to be good to their word. Federico wasn’t, and that’s on him, not us.”

“But trusting someone in business is dumb. I feel like a sixteen-year-old girl led on by a Lothario.”

“This doesn’t mean you should stop trusting, Bella.”

“Why not?”

Bella’s eyes burned furiously as she opened her mouth for a parma ham bruschetta on a bed of herb tomato sauce so delicious it would coax the angels into Tony’s cicchetti house. My sister was upset, felt betrayed, and bereft, all because of a lie spun out to gain a commercial advantage over her beloved Trattoria.

“Your Trattoria is built on trust, love, unity, and acceptance, Bella. Without those ingredients, our food will be like Federico’s, and our restaurant will teeter on whether George Clooney visits twice a season.”

“That is romantic nonsense, sister.”

“It is not.”

Tony delivered the last of our small plates, more delicious, freshly made morsels that tantalized the palate and created happy memories. He pulled up a chair to join us and smiled at Bella, placing his sun-leathered hand over hers.

“It is nice to see you again, Bella.”

“Do we know each other?”

“Your mother, Matilde, brought you here weekly to enjoy my Chiccetti.”

Bella swallowed her food and gulped, glancing around the eatery, which was far older than she was. Recognition slapped her in the face, and she wept.

“Mama brought me here all the time… you - I remember you, Patron, and your wife, Patroness.”

“That’s what you called us back then, Bella. You were the most polite, delightful, and astute child I ever met, and when you stopped coming, my wife and I were sad.”

“Where is Patroness?”

“She died two years, three months, and twelve days ago, but her spirit lives on here. She was proud of you, as was I. Trattoria Bella and your cafe are shining beacons of hope in a city where most are sold out to Michelin or Trip Advisor.”

“Why did I stop coming here?”

“You became a teenager, then a businesswoman and a wife. I know your husband, too. Luca is a fine man and a great chef.”

“I am sorry, Tony.”

“What for? You have a life, and I am an old fool. You are here now, seeking refuge from the vultures. Stay as long as you like, but listen to your sister because she is wise.”

“You know we are sisters?”

“Everyone knows you and Carla, and this is what Federico fears most. Your Trattoria is famous for love and family first, cooking second. Don’t get me wrong, your food is the best I ever tasted, which is also why the shitbags will work hard to bring you down.”

I was taken aback by Tony’s smile and the easy way he waded in with an opinion not contrived from anger, sarcasm, or personal gain. I imagined a small girl seated with her mother, gaining vast knowledge about food from a man and his wife who knew how to cook and serve it well.

I messaged Luca and dropped him a location pin. When he arrived, still dressed in whites, Bella’s husband seemed unperturbed. He grinned at Tony and shook his hand before hugging his wife and laughing, stunning her.

“Why are you laughing, Luca?”

“Federico’s move is foolish, and he will elevate us further with his petty games.”

“How?”

“When we tell our brigade what he did to us all, they will fight harder to thrash him on quality of food and in service. He didn’t only shit on the three of us. Tomorrow, I shall visit every wine seller and supplier in Venice.”

“What is the point, Luca?”

“Every supplier who refuses to sell to us will go on the front page of our local newspapers. This man has made a poor move, Bella, and now, everything he worked for will slowly crumble because of his toxic behavior.”

“What about the aggregation website for all those bookings?”

“Every hotel bellhop, chef, server, and concierge on minimum wage in this city will be mobilized by outrage when they hear the evil, wealthy baron has fucked the little guy again. They will be our voice in the customer’s ear.”

Luca seemed triumphant, and I saw a twinkle in Tony’s eyes, which suggested he agreed with my boss. Bella eased back, swigging the rest of her Aperol spritzer and holding it up, staring beseechingly at our host, pleading for a refill.

“What would your Mama tell me, sweetheart?”

“She would ask you not to serve me.”

“What will I do then, Bella?”

“Don’t serve me.”

“You were always a good, kind girl, and I see nothing has changed.”

“Thank you, Tony.”

“No need for thanks, but when you have time, I hope you may visit me again soon. My door will always be open to the good men and women of Trattoria Bella. Good luck, Matilde’s daughter, and god bless you.”

We left after big hugs in a cicchetti house where food was served on small plates, and customers drank as much alcohol as the Patron felt was appropriate. Our hearts were lifted, and with a spring in our step, we returned home to the Trattoria that Michelin feared most.

I was glad to be in the kitchen, where order, normality, love, and skill were all that mattered. Between lunch service and dinner prep, Alberto, our trade butcher from Macelleria ai Dogi, arrived with warm handshakes and big hugs for Bella and me.

He visited every station, offering kind, encouraging words and tips to everyone in our Brigade while laughing for a while before hovering close to my station. I stopped my work and turned, staring at Venice’s most experienced and high-quality butcher.

His eyes sparkled mischievously, and his smile lifted my morale immeasurably.

“I must leave you now, Carla.”

“You came here for us. To show solidarity.”

“I wanted to spread my love, and so you know, I am in the trenches with you on the winning side.”

“We aren’t going to war, Alberto.”

“That is wise, but while others stick their head above the trenches to be shot, we will stay safe, work hard, and victory shall be ours in the end.”

As the day wore on and word of Federico’s deceit spread, the bookings at Trattoria Bella increased, and the line outside our cafe grew longer. Michelin man had overplayed his hand, using cheap trickery to beckon his demise.

People came to a fully booked Trattoria to order take-out, something we never did, but today felt different, so we packed tin foil trays full of food and gave a discount, feeding Bella’s war chest. When we had nothing left to sell, customers bought a beer, coffee, or other drink. They sat outside in the chilly air on benches and low walls, drinking and laughing, showing solidarity to the small, much-loved restaurant a behemoth had cruelly swung a brutish club at.

Outside the back of our kitchen, I was enjoying a break with Luca when Sarah walked around the corner. She stopped dead when she saw us and burst into tears. I ran to her and saw utter sadness etched into her face as she blubbed, almost incoherently.

“What’s wrong, Sarah?”

“I ran away from a fight.”

“It wasn’t your fight.”

“I know… but after all your kindness and love, I ran from you when I was needed.”

“Oh, come on now - that’s not what happened, and in any case, everything turned out well in the end.”

Luca sent someone to fetch Sarah a glass of wine, and she hung around in the Trattoria, where we joined her while the kitchen brigade cleaned up. Our dining room was half-full of romantic couples of all ages and a few groups of friends sharing desserts and drinking coffee.

Sarah calmed and smiled, describing her museum and gallery tour of the city. She’d had a busy day, I assumed, occupying herself with anything that would polish away the sad memories of her toxic marriage.

When Bella joined us, she placed a bottle of brandy and a few glasses on the table but drank sparkling water. She looked incisive, buoyed by the support we already had enjoyed throughout the day.

Sarah downed her glass of wine and raised her hand, looking timid.

“I can help you, Bella… if you want me to, that is.”

“How?”

“I run the biggest museum in Florence.”

“Okay… I don’t see a connection to our problem, Sarah, but thank you.”

“I sit on the national tourism board as an advisor. I also have the ear of every city tourist board because I coordinate all visiting art and museum collections coming into or leaving every public venue in Italy.”

“You are an influencer?”

“I don’t brag about it… But yeah, I have some sway that can help you. I also have a monthly meeting with our U.S. Ambassador coordinating cultural events between our countries. I can name-drop Trattoria Bella in many high places, and I could easily speak to whomever in Venice runs the website you were supposed to be part of.”

“Jesus, Sarah.”

I poured myself a large brandy, knocking it back like a sailor, followed closely by Luca and Bella, but not Sarah, who waved the bottle away.

“I don’t drink hard liquor, Carla.”

“Why would you do this for us?”

“I think it’s obvious, sweetheart - you have all saved my life, or, at the very least, you prevented my nervous breakdown. I am forever in your debt.”

“Won’t this get you into trouble?”

“Telling the truth about a David and Goliath battle? I doubt it. In fact, the food writers back home will love this story when I send it, and the tourist chiefs hereabouts can’t abide a dirty tricks campaign that tramples the underdog.”

“Oh my, Sarah.”

“It will be my pleasure, Carla, and I will feel better giving back some support after my cowardly retreat this morning.”

We were silenced by her generosity and the power of support Sarah had offered. What began as a dire, sad day of betrayal ended with the love of our Piazza focusing its power of positivity on our plight. Mom joined us, helping herself to the brandy, and for a moment, where she sat, my tiredness and a trick of the light behind her looked like a shimmering of two people standing there - Jack and Matilde.

I choked back my tears, an overwhelming outpouring of emotions from a testing day. My thoughts drifted to Mom and Dad, their love, and how that had shifted thousands of miles to combine with that of my sister, her husband and Mama, and all our good people.

Our servers took their seats, and the kitchen brigade filed in one after another, sitting down, draining one bottle of brandy, opening another, resolute in comradeship, chattering happily among friends even in the face of adversity.

Bella stared at Luca, then at me.

“I believe we should forget about Michelin and do our thing.”

“I agree, darling wife.”

“Me too, sister. Tony’s cicchetti house was a revelation to me. He cooks simple food, does it well, and sweeps love onto his floor daily with a witches broom - he knows.”

“What about fine dining food at the cafe, Carla?”

“We will devise a menu devoid of frivolity or pretension, which compliments Trattoria Bella without vying to compete with anyone. We will invent a fusion style and forge our path through virgin territory.”

“And what of the accolades?”

“If they come and go, we should not care, Bella, neither working to win or cling on to them. If our customers smile when they leave, that shall be our only measure of success.”  

We looked around the room filled with our soldiers; all battle-hardened from pushing themselves hard from behind the hotplate or in our dining room. They looked excited, with sparkling eyes and unforced, ear-to-ear, face-spilling smiles beaming through their exhaustion.

“What do you all say?”

“Cin cin, patroness.”

They all repeated the traditional, informal salute when drinking and approving something they felt passionate about. It was clear that our people loved Bella and Luca.

When my little brothers Angelo and Sebastien kneeled on either side of my chair, entwining their fingers with mine and squeezing my hand, I felt more lifted than ever in my life.

I sipped brandy, listened to victory in the making, and drifted to a place where my father spoke to me. I closed my eyes and saw Jack Keady at the end of the dining room, raising a glass of brandy, grinning and winking at me.

“Well done, Carla.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” 


Chapter Sixteen

Resolving Conflict

◆◆◆

I felt tired, but it was one of those promising mornings where the mist rising from nearby woodland and eager birdsong made me feel happy and energized. Clear blue skies and slowly moving shadows suggested a glorious sunrise would strike the valley an hour later than it bathed the hilltops.

Songbirds chattered, alighting on frozen tree branches to surveil the land or hopped around, pecking the frosty ground for scant rewards. It was good that a kind person hung fat balls from poles driven deep into the ground and broke up muesli bars on which the few winter residents could subsist.

I heard soft, beautiful singing in the depths of my weary mind, lifting my spirits, and my heart soared.

When Giovanni noticed me wandering through his perfect vines, his face burst into a massive smile, and he sprinted up a chalky incline from deep in the valley. He yelled excitedly in Italian, a few words I caught, but there was no mistaking his excitement or love for me.

When he closed in on me, I leaped into Giovanni’s arms, wrapping my legs around the man with whom I had fallen in love at lightning speed. He stumbled forward a few steps, swaying with my weight and momentum added awkwardly to his, but he held up firmly once his balance was regained while I kissed him.

“What? How, Carla? I don’t understand.”

“I came for you, sweet man.”

“Why?”

“You said your sisters were spending time with their in-laws over Christmas, so I drove here to fetch you to my home. I could not bear for you to be alone.”

“Really? You did that for me?”

“I borrowed a car last night - it’s Margarita’s, by the way, and it feels like a gear is missing. Can you drive us back to Venice, please?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

He couldn’t or wouldn’t set me down, and his expression told me why. Giovanni was in love with me, and the whole ordeal of my last-minute travel that began after midnight was proven worthwhile. After he messaged me late into my evening shift, explaining that he would be alone for a few days, I asked Bella to help me surprise him.

A few hours later, I had a car and set off after a short nap when my shift ended.

The two-hundred-mile journey was only made difficult because I forgot my phone in a rush and because of the excitement of seeing my boyfriend. I bought a map at a gas station and learned to read one for the first time.

After a few wrong turns, I eventually reached Giovanni’s vineyard, and he was thrilled to see me.

“Do you want to set me down, and I will walk, Giovanni?”

“Not really, but if you insist.”

“Did you miss me, honey?”

He set me down gently, and my pussy slid over his erection, poking through trendy jeans. I desperately wanted Giovanni’s cock inside me, but the wait to make love, teasing as it was, seemed worthwhile. His watery eyes were filled with love, and I thought my boyfriend might be close to crying.

I kissed Giovanni repeatedly to ensure I wasn’t dreaming, then took his hand and followed him to his home.

His was a romantic rustic luxury home, with mostly hand-carved wooden paneling on all walls, a terracotta tiled floor with expensive scatter rugs, and Tetrad farmhouse-style four-seater sofas arranged in a three-sided square.

There was an immense open-plan area with what looked like a solid wood dining table hewn from a single tree, which could seat twenty people around it.

His kitchen enticed me because Giovanni had a Rorgue island cooker almost as big as the one in our Trattoria. The Sub Zero freezer, fridge, and wine store surprised me, and I noticed a wry smile when Giovanni sat behind an eight-seater, mosaic-tiled breakfast bar, staring at me while I explored.

“This is a highly unusual kitchen for someone’s home, Giovanni.”

“I always wanted to learn how to cook, but I never got around to it.”

“Why didn’t you mention that to me?”

“Asking you to teach me how to cook sounded trivial in my head when I visited you. I was avoiding saying anything that sounded like I might be hitting on you. I had this kitchen installed for a big family to enjoy a few years ago - it has barely been used.”

“Such a shame we can’t cook Christmas dinner here.”

“I never asked you about Christmas because I know how busy you are, Carla. I wanted to avoid putting pressure on.”

“I’m glad you told me about your sisters taking a short break. I would have been upset if I had found out on the day that you were alone at Christmas. It’s early days for us, but I know you are a nice guy, so you no longer have to prove it.”

“I will prove it every day, Carla.”

I slipped into the V shape of his wide open legs and held my boyfriend tightly, staring playfully into his eyes.

“I noticed you collected fresh eggs, Giovanni.”

“How do you know they are fresh?”

“Smears of chicken poo honey. A man as tidy as you doesn’t store dirty eggs.”

“Are you offering me breakfast, Carla?”

“While you shower - yes.”

“Do I smell?”

“Yes.”

“You could probably use a shower too.”

“As much as I would love to, I have a shift starting in the kitchen in a few hours. We need to eat, and you must lock your home down and ask someone to care for your chickens and vines while we are gone.”

“And we have a long drive ahead of us, Carla.”

“We do.”

“So we are busy?”

“Yes, we are, sweetheart.”

We wanted to make love, but it would be rushed, and I needed more for both of us. Giovanni had sacrificed dearly to prove I meant a great deal to him, so a few more hours, perhaps a day or two, before we made love would not harm.

“I have Christmas Day free. We are all dining together, but I won’t cook.”

“What are you saying, Carla?”

“I want our first time of making love to be special.”

“Me too. I can wait.”

“I want you too, sweetheart - but how would you like those eggs cooked for now?”

“Any way you wish to cook them for me.”

“You have half an hour to shower and dress, then be back here, please.”

“No peeking, Carla.”

Having already seen Giovanni gloriously naked, I wasn’t likely to pass up the opportunity for a second look, but first, I raided the fridge and found day-old roast potatoes, a green pepper, and fresh porcini mushrooms.

With fresh eggs, a red onion, and a rack filled with herbs and spices, a Spanish-style omelet beckoned. After sauteing, pouring, mixing, and whizzing a delicious mix around the pan, I left our pan of omelet plenty on very low heat with a lid covering.

Then I snuck upstairs and followed the half-decent singing to a bedroom, where I walked in on Giovanni, stark naked. He froze with an immense erection that I stared at, loving it. I strolled toward him, gripping his cock and staring into his eyes.

“Your cock is very hard.”

“I only need to be near or think about you, and my cock is rock solid, Carla.”

“I love you so much.”

“I thought we were waiting to make love?”

“We should - but-.”

“But?”

“I could relieve this morning wood problem for you… I mean, if this were ten or more years ago, I probably would do it after we had a few dates and before we made love - it would be a natural progression through our dating process.”

“Do you mean to wank me off with your hand?”

“Yes. You would be less frustrated during our drive, and I would love doing it.”

“And you would do that for me, Carla?”

“Of course, sweetheart. We have a few minutes before our omelet is ready; let’s make it a good one.”

“Standing up like this?”

“Yes, please.”

While gazing into his eyes, I had already begun stroking his throbbing cock using a loose fist, sliding it up and down a gnarly, veiny shaft as though softly wiping it with a silk handkerchief. Giovanni’s expression rippled uncontrollably, his nostrils flared, and I saw stallions galloping through his eyes.

I moved to stand sideways on, peeling back his foreskin in a tight fist, cupping my other palm around his precum-coated cock head, gently massaging while he gasped and moaned. Giovanni’s cock would stretch my pussy wide, and I looked forward to that, but now, as his six-pack tensed, balls jiggled delightfully, and legs went rigid, I really enjoyed wanking him off.

I wanked Giovanni’s cock carefully with long strokes, thumbing hard along his urethra, teasing his semen to rise. When I quickened the pace, tightening my grip and using short, sharp jerks, he moaned loudly, staring desperately at me while I smiled back lovingly.

“I’m going to cum soon, Carla.”

“Good honey - let’s empty your seed.”

“Where?”

To Giovanni’s utter disbelief, I smiled, winked, and kneeled, covering my boyfriend’s incredibly swollen glans with my lips, licking off the burning, salty precum load while furiously wanking his shaft aimed down my throat.

When he came inside my mouth, I swilled it around, coating all my soft tissues, tonsils, and throat with my lover’s seed. I pumped his cock hard with a tightly clenched fist, getting him off while I swallowed every drop.

I stroked him gently, easing Giovanni down from his intense orgasm, making sure I didn’t miss or spill a drop of his semen.

When I stood up, he looked grateful, totally in love, and completely lost for words. I grinned, licked my lips, and turned away.

“Shall I see you downstairs in five minutes, Giovanni?”

“Without even a kiss?”

“Are you sure you want one before I rinse?”

I stared at him with my most sleazy, daring, yet encouraging expression, seeing a hot passion boiling inside him. When my boyfriend leaned close and took the kiss he wanted, I had my answer, which was delightful to know.

I wrapped my arms around Giovanni’s neck, kissing him deeply, sharing what I had enjoyed so much. When I detached away from him, he smiled, and we both knew that my masturbation with a happy ending in my mouth had broken more ice in our relationship.

“I’ll ride your cock hard when we make love, Giovanni.”

“I want to reciprocate your gift to me first, if that’s okay?’

“Cunnilingus is always okay, honey, but let’s eat and drive - tonight can be a new page in our love story.”

Call it a frittata or an omelet - I didn’t much care; the vegetables were stirred in, neither on the bottom nor top of the frying pan, and I finished it on the stove covered by a lid. However you brand it, Giovanni loved my eggs, and I thought they were good too, as we shared the frying pan, using forks to eat a delicious ad-hoc meal.

Just as we finished, a knock at the door hauled Giovanni away while I cleaned up. A vineyard worker had arrived to assume Giovanni’s responsibilities for the three days he would stay with me. I was so happy to hand over driving duties for a large Fiat sedan that had seen better days.

As we headed down the gravel driveway, Giovanni pointed to the car’s gearstick and laughed.

“There is a small ring under the knob you must pull up to enter into the fifth gear.”

“Oh dear… and I am usually quite good with knobs.”

“I know you are.”

By the time we reached the central Venice car park, I had brought my boyfriend up to speed on Federico’s dirty tricks and Sarah’s resurgence. After locking the car, Giovanni spotted a water bus preparing to leave, so we ran and leaped on the tiny passenger ferry that took us to San Marco’s square, from where we walked.

Whether traveling by car, on a crowded commuter water bus, or foot, my boyfriend was content to listen, nod, and make occasional comments to the extent that I felt sorry for him. When we paused at the back entrance to Trattoria Bella, I held him close, giggling while staring into his beautiful face.

“Do you think you will always listen to me babbling for hours, Giovanni?”

“It’s not babble, and I like listening to you. I am amazed by how you remember every detail.”

“Girls do that, honey, and we like to talk a lot more when we have a boy who listens to us - boys only remember what’s important and spare unnecessary details.”

“Federico is a problem for you - I completely understand that, Carla.”

“As long as we don’t act with malice, he’ll disappear into a dark chasm of his own making. I feel bad for him.”

“He called me Carla. I probably should have mentioned it. Federico offered to put my vineyard on the map if I signed an exclusive deal. I refused, of course, telling him that our land and farm had been on every survey map printed for the last hundred years.”

“Oh my… what did he say?”

“He said I was being disrespectful and sarcastic, so I disconnected the call. You are right - there is no point arguing with him. His mind is poisoned by success, and now, how strangers many thousands of miles away think of him is more important than how he feels about himself.

“He must have been a great man to build such an empire. Federico has four Michelin one-star restaurants dotted around Italy.”

“Yes - he has become a farmer of accolades, Carla. Whereas Trattoria Bella is a nurturer of crops.”

“Nice.”

We carried Giovanni’s luggage upstairs into my apartment amid a chorus of ciao’s from those who saw and knew him. I felt happy that my boyfriend was part of our family because his acceptance by others important to me felt essential.

When he headed for the sofa with his holdalls, I stopped him.

“Please, Giovanni… unpack your belongings in our bedroom and make yourself comfortable. This can be our place now.”

“Are you sure?”

“I can’t wait until Christmas Day.”

“Neither can I.”

As goodbye kisses go, we shared our sizzling love like Francesca & Robert from The Bridges Of Madison County. My knees buckled, I whimpered and tingled all over, feeling aroused and happy but ready to go to work so my shift could be over.

As I descended the stairs, my joy turned to worry, then fear as angry voices in a mid-altercation rose to meet me. When I stepped outside, Bella wagged her finger in the face of an officious-looking woman carrying a mill board with a sheet of paper on it for taking notes.

“What’s happening, Bella?”

“This is Antonia from the municipality hygiene and food licensing department. She says an emergency inspection of our restaurant is needed.”

The inspector’s body language was off, and she was alone, which was highly unusual. Also, she wasn’t carrying a bag where she would have sample containers for anything she discovered. All she had was a few sheets of paper, one of which I was sure would recertify Trattoria Bella as unclean.

I bowed and wafted my hand through the door as though granting her access, but when I lifted my face, I shot her a poisonous grin.  

“Why not let her into the kitchen first, where she can inspect while we film the whole thing - then post the video on social media declaring her corrupt? In fact, let’s start recording now.”

Angelo was nearby and immediately reached for his phone, steadying its lens on Antonia and filming her. She spluttered and choked, suddenly looking very nervous and unsure of herself. Bella calmed down immediately and smiled, first at the camera and then at the hygiene inspector who wanted to run away.

She’d caught up and knew what game was afoot.

“Do you have an urgent inspection order, signed and stamped, Antonia?”

“I left it at the office.”

“Okay… well, please go and fetch the documents so we can keep everything legal, and in the meantime, we will post our video to YouTube.”

“Saying what?”

“That you are incompetent - we’ll declare your corruption when you fail to return here within one hour.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Watch us.”

Antonia ran, knowing full well how badly exposed she was, but that only made matters worse because the whole scene was captured on video and would be uploaded within five minutes to Trattoria Bella’s social media accounts.

When Angelo uploaded the video, no accusation was made because people would figure out for themselves what was happening. As the X feed played over on everyone’s phones and was shared, we laughed somewhat prematurely and felt satisfied for a while, working our shift as usual, not even attempting to clean the kitchen or restaurant.

When Antonia’s boss turned up at our kitchen back door, he looked strained, completely stressed out, to the extent I worried he might have a heart attack. I led him inside so he could stand in the middle of the kitchen, surrounded by the people his inspector had intended to harm.

“I am Hector.”

“We all know who you are.”

Maria answered Hector amid total silence aside from our morning prep’s steaming, bubbling, and sizzling. The mood in our kitchen was serious without being hostile. Our front of house joined us, and soon, the municipality man who came to extinguish a fire saw that he was too late because the flames had taken hold.

He stared at Bella with the expression of a lifelong civil servant on his back foot. Hector’s body language was defensive, and I felt convinced he probably wasn’t the instigator of our emergency hygiene inspection.

“Please take down the video from social media, Bella. There has been a terrible mistake.”

“If by mistake, you mean corruption by one of your staff - we agree.”

“It’s not corruption. An investigation into why Antonia came here this morning has already begun.”

“You mean a cover-up?”

“There is no cover-up. I am legally obligated to-.”

“Are there documents signed and approved by your department for our morning visitor to come here and inspect - yes or no?”

He frowned and sweated like a bank robber with the police at his front door, panicking. Hector’s breathing became extremely difficult, so I knew he was profoundly stressed out. Angelo, being an incredible human being, passed our guest a glass of water, which he gratefully received and sipped.

“This morning’s visit was not authorized, and I humbly apologize for any offense and inconvenience caused.”

“Do you know what is going on, Hector?”

“Not yet, Bella, but I will find out and promise to deal with it. Now, what will it take to have you remove the video from social media?”

“We want a fair deal. First, speak to your marketing department and have our Trattoria added to the municipality restaurant booking website we helped to innovate.”

“Consider it done.”

“Then, tell your colleagues that anyone caught doing shit like this again will face criminal prosecution.”

“I can’t do that. I would be threatening my staff, most of whom are entirely honest.”

“Okay, then I will lodge a police complaint today alleging Antonia came to our restaurant deliberately attempting to damage our reputation without instruction or cause.”

“I said I am dealing with it. Can’t you allow me to do that without police involvement?”

He raised his voice, more frustrated than angry. Hector closed his eyes and prayed, muttering a Novena I once heard my mother recite, but no spiritual being would quench Bella’s ire. She caught my sympathetic eye and paused, knowing it was also her desire that we didn’t fight or fuel a war.

“A police complaint will help you, Hector - Now, perhaps you should leave because we are busy, and I worry you are too anxious.”

“What about the video on social media?”

“It will be removed once Trattoria Bella appears on the municipality bookings website.”

“That might take me hours.”

“You’d better hurry then. Sorry, I don’t trust your people, Hector, and you probably shouldn’t either.”

“I’ll be back soon, by which time I hope we can be friends.”

Hector looked frustrated as hell when he walked away. Antonia was off the reservation, but he couldn’t directly admit it because employment law and union membership would rightly protect her, not him or us. He had a lot of fires to put out over the coming hours and days.

To his word, Hector returned, looking more relaxed and almost pleased with himself. Bella sat him inside the Trattoria with Luca, serving both men a late lunch while I joined them for a short break. He smiled and shook his head, and I realized he was a nice man having a shitty day.

“Are you ladies not eating? The food here is excellent, Bella.”

“We cook and serve all day, which curbs the appetite, except for my husband.”

“I noticed you took the video off social media a few minutes after I left here. You were teasing me.”

“It wasn’t teasing. We didn’t start this war, and it is not ours to win or lose - our participation is entirely unwilling, and it only builds negativity - after you left, everyone in the Trattoria voted and decided to trust you.”

“How close was the vote?”

“Unanimously in your favor. A couple of the staff say they know your children, and they are good people.”

“Your kindness in my hour of need hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

“Can you put a stop to this stupidity?’

“Are we off the record, Bella?”

“Yes.”

“Do you mean by tackling Federico?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t help you directly, but I will ensure you get a fair deal, and others will, too, now they know what is going on, which reminds me. The dates for the Venice Carnival in 2025 will be from 16 February to 4 March.”

“Okay. I knew that, but thank you.”

He handed Bella a brown A4 envelope with a contract inside.

“You have been selected as the official caterer for the city VIP guests during Carnival. Before you thank me, please check the dates for when the mayor signed your contract, and you will see that it pre-dates today’s troubles.”

“You are kidding me?’

Bella clasped a hand across her mouth, choking, while Luca sat back, stared at the ceiling, said his thanks, and smiled gleefully. The tender to cater for the Carnival was worked on and submitted long before I arrived, and now, Bella and Luca had won it. I knew the event was a very big deal, and the supply package awarded to us was usually rotated between others. 

“You won on merit. I asked the Mayor if we could announce it today, and he agreed. Once you sign this contract, I can officially speak to the press, and we can congratulate Trattoria Bella on our website.”

I hugged Bella and Luca as both of them cried. It was a big deal for me, and I was in my first year of living in Venice, so I knew it was a far bigger deal for them. Hector looked pleased, primarily for us. I also figured part of him was glad this positive publicity explosion for Trattoria Bella would mask the shameful behavior of a food inspector who I doubted would be in her job for much longer.

Hector placed a hand over Bella’s and Luca’s, and I felt an appealing Mediterranean warmth exude from them.

“Bella, do you have a wine supplier to support the event with you?”

“Yes - he’s upstairs, and I’m sure he would love to meet you.”


Chapter Seventeen

Primi Finale

◆◆◆

With a crisis resolved, another successful dinner service ended, and Giovanni locked in discussions with Luca about supporting the Venice Festival; Bella and I were at a loose end. We sat together on our low wall surrounding a group of trees in the piazza, watching our men intently.

“They could go inside where it is warmer, Bella.”

“They know we are watching, and they want to be seen.”

“I like watching.”

“Me too, but I won’t make that too obvious to Luca.”

She puffed a joint and shared it with me. My body and mind relaxed as the active ingredient gripped me, forcing out the last anxieties of Federico’s war against us.

“Do you think we are clear from our troubles with Federico?”

“For now, yes. There will be rumbling of animosity for weeks, but I guess he will lay low and spread rumors of how ill-treated he has been.”

“Does that worry you, Bella?”

“Nope - we have a plan, and I believe celebrities will flock to us within twelve months.”

“What happens then?”

“They must book like everyone else.”

“Good.”

Progress at the cafe was going well. Wine lists and menus were complete, and love lives were forming, especially mine. Sam and Margarita were utterly in love, and my best friend’s children understood that same-sex love was no different from any other. They settled in, spoke passable Italian already, and had many friends.

Bella pointed at our men.

“They could almost be brother’s Carla. They look and behave so alike.”

“It feels like they are, right? It’s uncanny.”

“Two sisters for two brothers is so nice. I am glad they get along well.”

“They aren’t brothers.”

“They look like it - it’s enough for me.”

“It is important that they get along well, Bella because we are tied in love and life now. Your Trattoria is linked through food to Giovanni as you and Luca are tied to him through me.” 

She took a long puff, inhaling deeply while carefully regarding the men. Luca saw her looking, so he waved cutely, to which he got a wave off to mind his own business, then a loving smile, and finally, a giggle.

I got the most loving, pining smile I ever saw from Giovanni. My heart beat faster, my palms felt sweaty, and I was deeply aroused, something my new boyfriend seemed able to do at will and from a distance.

“I think he really loves you, Carla. It is evident on his puppy face, and big ear-to-ear grins whenever you are near.”

“He says so, and I believe him.”

“And what about you?”

“Yeah - love has struck me for sure. I quiver and get flushed when he touches me.”

“And yet you didn’t bed him yet.”

“Not yet. We had some fun, though.”

“When will you sleep with him?”

“I want Giovanni to decide and take me when he is ready.”

“I like doing that with Luca, too. Sometimes, it is nice to be gently thrown on the bed and have my panties torn off.”

“I am not a pushover, Bella, but, within reason, I want to submit to my man. Making Giovanni happy is important to me, and I can’t do that if he has no allure or desire for me.”

“Oh - trust me, sister. If you can’t get Giovanni to do what you want now, you’ll have no chance if you two get married.”

“The trick is to give so much of myself that he wants more.”

“That is the art of submission to acquire power, Carla. There is no harm in that.”

“Is that how your marriage works?”

“I make sure Luca is a happy man and that he wants me every waking minute - also when he dreams.”

“He wants for nothing.”

“He deserves no less.”

“And he treats you like a queen.”

“I deserve no less.”

The men were negotiating our supply deal on price but mostly discussing how to pair wines with food, ensuring that our Trattoria and Giovanni’s vineyard maximized the opportunity of the Venice Festival. Bella smiled at me, nodded at them, and laughed, pointing upstairs to our apartments.

“Shall we open a bottle of wine, Carla? After all, this is a matter of taste, not price. In fact, I shall invite Mom, Margarita, and Sam. Sarah is already in the apartment, so she can also join in a tasting of the Reserva.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

“We will invite our men to come now, yes?”

“I’d like that.”

“An hour to shower, and we meet in my apartment?”

“I’ll collect Giovanni.”

During my approach, I never said a word, but a loving smile and outstretched hand were enough to lure Giovanni out of his chair to me. He was a magnificent lion, a proud, powerful specimen of manhood. His eyes sparkled when he saw me, widened more when his fingers touched mine, and a smile that warmed and sent ripples of joy through me broke out on his face.

My relationship developed much differently than with any other boyfriend, including Liam. I trusted Giovanni because his body language and expressions seemed utterly genuine. I saw no attempt to hide the real him.

His sacrifice of not making love when I probably would have stirred an overwhelming desire and sexual anticipation for each other in both of us. I was sure that lust and love would last beyond our first lovemaking. In my apartment, I made him a double shot of espresso, then took my leave to shower alone while Giovanni caught up with his sisters and responded to messages.

When we were dressed casually and ready to join my family, I stepped into his arms and stared into Giovanni’s eyes. I saw more than a man - he was a great man who made me proud to be his girlfriend, even though that status was so recently bestowed.

“You are a beautiful woman, Carla.”

“You are a handsome man.”

“Am I the right man for you?”

“So far, yes. It’s early days, but I have never felt this much in love.”

“Me neither.”

He kissed me while stroking my neck and back. I tingled all over, aroused, excited, and high on life. When I was with Giovanni, I felt safe, desired and excited to know him more.

“I want to make love to you tonight, Carla.”

“I am ready when you are, darling.”

“You are patient with me, and I appreciate that. I want to become hard-wired to you. I think I am because this wooing has been fun.”

“I know I am firmly connected to you, Giovanni.”

“I won’t ever let you down, sweetheart.”

“And neither will I. I will always be there for you, supporting, pushing, and loving.”

“We will lead together, sweet Carla.”

“Yes, honey.”

It was shortly after midnight, and Bella’s apartment was lit with lavender-scented candles. Like me, she never mixed fragrances, and the room sizzled perfectly. We could sleep in on Christmas Eve, then gather as a large family the next day. Bella said she carried over all of her Mom’s traditions, and even though other restaurants opened the eve before Christmas day, we would not.

Sam, Margarita, Sarah and my mother joined us, bringing salads, bruschetta, and bowls of marinated mixed olives. It finally felt like Christmas, with a beautifully decorated tree twinkling with pinprick white lights on the tips of frosted boughs, warmth and subtle flickering light everywhere, big smiles, and enormous hugs shared among loved ones.

My sister wore a Jersey popover dress from The White Company, London. The all-in-one was a Christmas corporate gift from a supplier of quality whisky to the Trattoria. I pointed at it, feigning my shock.

“I’m telling John you opened his gift, Bella.”

“I’m surprised you aren’t wearing yours.”

“I’m strictly a Christmas girl. I never even peek beforehand.”

When Bella hugged me, she whispered.

“What about Giovanni? Is he for Christmas?”

“A good boyfriend is forever.”

“It sounds like a good girl will get laid tonight, though.”

“I really have been good, so I am hopeful.”

“But you want to be taken.”

“I do.”

“He will, sister - I am sure.”

I hugged Mom, Margarita, Sam, and Sarah in turn. The latter finally looked chilled out, wearing pajamas and a thick, warm bathrobe. Luca had already opened three bottles of Giovanni’s Reserva, letting them breathe with eight glasses standing by.

Amid a delicious aroma of hot food in the oven, my mind drifted while the wine was discussed, and I wandered around Bella’s apartment, admiring its homely comfort.

Bella’s apartment was much bigger than mine upstairs, not having to deal with the eaves in its outer walls, but the squash court-sized living kitchen area was so similarly decorated to my home that you couldn’t help but notice everything was signature Bella and her Mama. The cookbooks were different, but the meticulous dovetail jointed shelves that carried them were the same, as was the richly polished wooden floor on which everything stood.

I stared out of a window, seeing our piazza from an entirely new perspective—one floor up from where I worked and one floor down from where I lived.

While the others talked in high spirits, Sarah came in from behind, wrapped her arms around my waist, and placed her chin on my shoulder.

“I have you to thank for my happiness, Carla.”

“I don’t think so. There is something magical about this piazza. It sounds silly, but I feel such intense hope and positivity here that it makes everyone seem indefatigable.”

“That’s a great word to describe your clan - very accurate.”

“Persisting tirelessly, Sarah. We’ve all done it, and because we are together here, it works.”

“It certainly does.”

“Are you staying with us beyond Christmas?”

“I want to, and I have an opportunity to stay.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Activities and Tourism contacted me. It’s a mouthful, but that’s the part of the Italian Government that contracts me. They want to set up new offices as headquarters at Doge’s Palace in Venice. They asked me to move here in a few months to manage everything currently being done in Florence.”

“Oh wow.”

“I know, right?”

Sarah felt like a sister, and I wondered if other people with shared trauma built such close ties as quickly as we had. Something was on her mind, like a mild tension gnawing the edges of her mind.

“What’s wrong - spit it out, please.”

“Is it weird, Carla?”

“Is what weird?”

“You and me being friends?”

“Not at all. I think we are kindred spirits for a reason. It’s strange to say, but I think we share a similar nature because we were both attracted to the same man.”

“It’s true. Maybe, in a very warped way, Liam did us a favor. I much prefer being in Venice to Florence, and now a move here seems likely. Being close to the ocean is nice.”

“I hope you will stay here, Sarah.”

We returned to the others just when Giovanni began pouring his fine Reserva almost in a ritual, in complete silence. He handed out each glass as though it were a personal gift and salutation, smiling at each of us. I felt incredibly aroused just from thinking about how my boyfriend had nurtured the land that fed the vines he sang to daily.

When everyone had their glass appropriately filled, Giovanni allowed us time to smell and swirl the wine around in the bowl-like glasses, opening it slowly. Our silence, the room’s warmth, and flickering candlelight were a backdrop for his opus, a toast I knew he prepared carefully for.

“We have come together most extraordinarily, and I believe the universe meant for us to be here now. I have few words to say other than to declare you all my friends. May the roof above these friends here never fall in, and may the friends beneath this roof never fall out.”

“Cin Cin!”

As I swirled the glass one final time, a brilliant garnet-red color with brick-orange hints characterized the wine’s color as it blossomed for me. Like all good, deep reds, its flavor was multi-layered. After I sipped and swirled the wine in my mouth, an intense and elegant bouquet with hints of roses, cherries, and licorice opened.

I felt harmonized with my family and friends. For a moment, I closed my eyes and smelled the vineyard, felt the rolling mist and a powerful sun above burning it and my goosebumps off. Giovanni looked at each person’s face, settling his eyes on our Patroness.

“What do you think, Bella?”

I laughed inwardly because no matter how much Luca managed the negotiations with Giovanni, he secretly knew his wife had the nose and palate to spot a winning wine.

“This wine is like my husband. To the taste, it has a full, honest, yet soft and kind flavor. Like you, I think it is perfect, Luca, and I love both.”

Bella raised her glass to her husband, who grabbed and kissed her deeply. He set down his glass to make a fuss of his wife while others applauded. Giovanni squeezed my hand and drew me aside.

“Do you like the Reserva, Carla?”

“I love all your wine, but this one is exceptional. One day, you and your vineyard will be celebrated in every glossy wine and food lovers magazine.”

“It is the backbone on which our future is built.”

“I know.”

I felt worried because it suddenly struck me that my future was below my feet, whereas Giovanni’s was two hundred miles away in the Lombardy Hills. Commuting between our homes and grabbing the occasional weekend together in one place or the other was one thing, but my boyfriend was thinking longer term, and so was I.

A cheer rose, and I saw Luca sliding ceramic bowls from the oven. Our impromptu buffet was ready to be feasted upon.

“Baked goat cheese dip, flatbread pizza, and focaccia. Come, dear friends, everyone, and gather around to enjoy.”

Something about the sweet, garlicky fire-roasted tomato sauce and its creamy, tangy goat’s chèvre made me park right in front of the molten hot comfort food dish. I scooped up the delicious dip with crusty bread slices and fed my boyfriend, enjoying his pleasure.

We snuck away with one-third of a bottle, a bowl of Caprese salad, and some cheesy breadsticks to sit on a rug near the log-burning fire. As I stared at Giovanni with the soles of my feet touching his, he smiled lovingly.

“If our life together works out, I will move to Lombardy, Giovanni.”

“I appreciate you saying that, Carla, but I will not allow it. I will manage the vineyard differently, and we can live here. We will not be separated.”

I choked back tears and felt joy - not because Giovanni had solved an imminent problem but because he was willing to sacrifice everything for me, placing me higher in his priorities than the vineyard he loved and toiled at.

“You would do that for me, Giovanni?”

“You offered to do it for me. How could I not?”

He crawled across the rug, turned, and leaned into my arms. I spread my legs wide, cradling my beloved between them. We sipped and enjoyed his perfect wine and each other wordlessly, not needing to talk. I was lulled into a bubble of love, warmed by the comfort of a good man, until he craned his neck around and nodded to the door.

“Can we leave and go to bed, Carla?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

We hugged our family and friends, then left and climbed the stairs like we were taking the next steps in our life together. I felt a frisson of excitement and was pleased to see that Giovanni equaled me, evident by the bulge in his pants, bright red cheeks, and fiery, passionate eyes.

I fumbled with my apartment door, where he turned me around and kissed me passionately before staring lovingly into my eyes.

“Are you ready to take me, Giovanni?”

“I want to make love to you so much.”

“Then, I am all yours to have.”

“As I am yours, Carla.”

As he carefully pushed me through the apartment door, I almost dry-humped Giovanni, pressing my pussy hard against his solid cock, enjoying how that relieved some sexual energy. The wetness of a thick, warm sticky cream layering my gusset felt debauched against my damp, swollen pussy lips. My body tingled in orgasmic anticipation as I lost all inhibition, desperately needing my boyfriend’s cock deep inside me.

We bounced off walls on the way to my bedroom, then, once inside, Giovanni gently cupped my head and focused entirely on kissing me while I grappled with his jeans belt, tearing out the top button and dropping his zip until I could slide my fingers inside his boxer briefs, squeezing his cock.

We broke off, inflamed by wild animal passion, eyeballing each other like predators would their prey. I took a split second longer than Giovanni to wriggle out of my clothes and toss them aside, whereupon, to my amazement, he gripped me around my waist, flipped me through half a turn, and devoured my drenched pussy with eager lips and an expert tongue.

My hair reached the ground, and I wrapped my arms around Giovanni’s powerful thighs, shimmying my hands up until I clamped around the small of his back. I frowned and moaned, almost biting his quadricep when my pussy was eaten so passionately that I practically orgasmed right away.

Giovanni’s tongue burrowed deep inside my pussy before plowing tantalizingly along my slit, slurping greedily until he clenched my solid clitoris between his lips, sucking while dragging it from side to side.

Giovanni’s cock was solid and massive. At the wrinkled tip of his foreskin, a heavy, translucent bead of musky-smelling precum pooled, looking like it would dribble to the floor. Using one palm pressed into the small of his back to steady myself, I gripped his cock around the rigid base with the other, peeling back his foreskin.

When I wrapped my lips around Giovanni’s cock head, the salty, searing burn across my tongue tasted wonderful. My body rejoiced in total ecstasy as I was steadied with my quadriceps perfectly balanced on my boyfriend’s solid shoulders.

My pussy was being eaten by a cunnilingus aficionado who gripped my ass cheeks in robust palms with clawing fingers that opened and presented my slit to his lips and tongue like a cup he desperately needed to drink from.

I sucked Giovanni’s cock as if my life depended on it, enjoying swallowing the salty load that seeped from a tiny slit on the tip of his glans. I enjoyed gagging on his cock each time I crammed more of my lover’s solid flesh down my throat, with each stroke becoming easier to take more.

When I orgasmed, Giovanni flipped me over again, quickly laid me on the bed, and slid his cock balls deep inside me, triggering my most intense climax ever. No man had ever begun fucking me when my orgasm first blew. I shuddered uncontrollably, screaming so loud I was sure Angelo and my family downstairs could hear.

While Giovanni took me and expertly fucked my pussy so deep, I screamed and wriggled, holding on to him for dear life with my fingernails raking his back. I stared at him and saw his hard work in a contorted face, a deep desire to please me before all else, and the love I needed from a man I would give my all to.

My orgasm came in waves as what most girls who enjoy them call the elusive multiple. My first time bobbing up and down on the roller coaster of that quivering, pleasured ride took me to a new place in my soul I had never been before.

My pussy clenched tightly around Giovanni’s cock, which pressed hard, throbbing against my soft tissue walls, leaving his signature inside me. He stared down at me with nothing but love, cupping my ass cheeks while driving his cock deep inside my pussy.

“May I cum inside you, please, Carla?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I loved that he wanted my permission to decant his seed inside me. At that moment, I realized lovemaking was a spiritual matter for Giovanni - a merging of our bodies and souls. As his cock jerked and twitched vigorously deep inside, filling me with his semen, I smiled lovingly.

“Thank you, Giovanni. I love you with all of my heart.”

“I love you too, Carla.”


Kate Granger




Hi reader,




Thank you for reading Primi: Piazza Bella Book Three. Please see details below for more of my work and consider leaving a review.




------------------------------




EBOOKS:

Please follow me on Amazon here. If you'd like to see a full library of my eBooks with links to your local Amazon store, please use this link: https://mybook.to/j6urkd




------------------------------




Kate Granger Socials: Twitter | TikTok


Books By This Author

The Surrogate

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?

Female Led Love

Have you ever imagined what an in-person blind date might be like if you could swipe one way to head for the bedroom or the other to part company as friends?

Jess, a forward-thinking bar manager, is inundated by Alpha females who need submissive boyfriends. Isla, perhaps the most exquisite, seeks female-led love rather than absolute domination and servility from her man.

Oliver, a lovely Delta guy, wants to submit.

Find out what happens on their date night.

cover.jpeg





