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Chapter One

When My Nightmare Visited

◆◆◆

“Not like that, Carla.”

Her voice grated, and my heart raced. Clammy hands and rage rising from within me confirmed my panic and impending outburst. It had been a long time since I felt so unhappy.

I was pissed off because the knives they forced on me were poorly balanced, and the cutting edge felt all wrong. An over-complicated sous vide machine beside me was playing up, and the intern panicked around it, flipping switches and dialing knobs uselessly, driving tension everywhere.

Everything I touched in the temporary kitchen turned into shit.

Powerful lights on upright stands pointed at me from every angle, burning my skin and melting the makeup they insisted on. Cameras dangling from gantries above my head and others clamped onto motorized sliders, moving back and forth, capturing close-ups and zoom-outs, annoyed the hell out of me, and the crew knew it, walking on eggshells whenever I was on set.

Our filming of promo videos was in Verona, on a set contrived to be a kitchen that no real chef would survive in for more than an hour. One minute, I helped Luca whisk eggs and prepare an omelet for viewers while he chatted on breakfast television with a couple of past sell-by-date clowns pretending to be husband-and-wife news anchors. Then, I was on YouTube teaching amateur chefs how to use a blender with more computing power and preset programs than a space rocket going to Mars.

The blender’s logo placement relative to a camera perspective was more important to everyone in the room than the bland-tasting, out-of-season, polytunnel-grown berries, semi-skimmed milk, and fat-free yogurt whizzing around inside.

I closed my eyes and conjured images of my beloved kitchen where Angleo and Sebastien laughed at my shit jokes because they loved me. The knives packed in my roll sat in my suitcase were gifted to me by my father. They were never blunt because I loved them.

Our Trattoria sous vide machine was a simple heating element in an oversized water-filled bain-marie battered from the many times it was thrown across the kitchen in anger. It had character, whereas the one I was forced to use now had everything but.

My pans in our real kitchen were seasoned and blackened, with character, flavor, and love was ingrained into the carbon steel that must be oiled after use. These awful on-set pans were brand new, made with some Teflon-coated shit stainless steel that looked pristine for the camera. 

I glanced around the kitchen studio created by a public relations company for a photoshoot and hated it. When I screamed and sunk a ten-inch ceramic knife into a nearby engraved wooden chopping board, the half-dozen crew standing around me jumped, startled by my outburst, then paused and gawped, horrified by me losing my shit.

Luca pointed at me and laughed riotously, as he would in our kitchen had I lost my shit over a sunken souffle or overcooked steak. I knew he wasn’t enjoying the filming experience either. He was the only other chef in the room and understood why I was freaking out.

I shook my head and pointed at the blade with no soul.

“Fuck these ceramic knives, Luca.”

“They are crap but look very good.”

“And this fucking table. Why would any self-respecting chef chop their prep on a table with a resin river floating through the middle?”

“It has LED’s underneath. It’s a red river. What could be worse?”

“Who has a red river on their cutting table? It looks like blood - why the fuck would any chef have a table that looks like a serial killer’s after-party? ”

“I know what you are feeling, Carla. My heart sinks when I walk into this room.”

“Fuck this. They can shove their choreographed content up their ass.”

“All of the other restaurants on the website did something similar.”

“Fuck them too. I’m out!”

In foul temper, I folded my arms, finally summoning the demons inside me to wholly reject the bullshit our Venice city tourist development public relations asshole had contrived despite our many remonstrations.

“My dearly departed father and your mother-in-law… hell, your wife too, would all be ashamed of us doing this utter bollocks so we can be included on the City food website.”

“Yes.”

Luca’s smile had disappeared, too. After a month in negotiations with the city tourist dons, dancing to the tune of people who spent their entire lives eating out or microwaving congealed crap and calling it food, he’d had enough.

Surprisingly, I had snapped first, an hour before we began shooting today. I’d had a terrible breakfast, which the camera crew runner delivered to me in a styrofoam take-out tray while sitting in a canvas chair that said ‘Star’ on the back. Makeup girls fussed around me while I stared in disbelief at my wake-up food, wondering how anyone could be so cruel to an egg.

I leaned on the twenty thousand euro resin/wood table that was worthless in any real kitchen and stared into its red river with disgustingly gawdy LED lights embedded underneath. I was tired of fighting to explain why the sous vide machine and ceramic knives were not only crap, but they were also not what Trattoria Bella was about.

Luca approached, sympathetic. The Director hoped my boss and mentor could bring me around, but they had no idea how bad things had gotten. 

“I’m a fucking cook, Luca, not a marionette.”

“I hate this project too. You are the puppet, and I am the clown, dancing for breakfast TV buffoons, begging for likes, followers, and bookings - I despise myself, Carla.”

“How can anyone have so much disrespect for chickens that they serve an almost cold, overcooked omelet to us? We are shooting a food video for fuck’s sake, Luca.”

“It is the first time I only had coffee for breakfast in years.”

“Are you ready to leave?”

“Yes, Carla.”

I had nothing to pack, nor did he. Everything we used on the week-long shoot was sponsored by one company or another that paid the Venice municipality for product placement. The overpriced knives might work for a budding family chef chopping one onion a day. But our kitchen was a food paradise, a celebration of the fine culinary art that makes it, and home to a brigade of warring chefs who didn’t care about knobs, switches, or dials.

A young intern fiddling with the sous vide machine looked pitiful and afraid, so I pulled the plug and stood beside him, enjoying a teaching moment.

“What’s your name?”

“Andreas.”

“Do you want to be a chef, Andreas?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t use cold water and thermometers in a water bath, honey.”

“How do you do it?”

“Fill the tray with hot water from the tap because it’s quicker getting to temperature than cold water, plug in the heating element, and throw your vacuum-sealed meat in immediately because you don’t have time to waste. Then do some prep.”

“How do you know when the meat is ready?”

“Do you know how to ride a bike?”

“Yes, of course.”

“A chef learns to know when a piece of meat is done. Talk to your butcher, know where your meat came from, how old the beast was, what it was fed on and how it was fattened, then how long it was hung, and understand the difference between cuts. These are your pedals, wheels, gears, tire pressures, and brakes - know how they work before launching yourself downhill.

“And then?”

Andreas was enthralled, wide-eyed, and excited, hanging on my every word. This moment with him was my only joy since walking into the film studio. I was enjoying it more than he was.

“Use your finger to test the water, then squeeze the meat. Use your skill and love for food to enjoy the journey. This is a wretched science lab crossed with a movie set, not a kitchen. Run from here before they capture your soul, Andreas.”

“Okay.”

Luca sidled up beside me, wrapping an arm around my neck. The advertising team and camera crew whispered to each other, probably discussing breach of contract or some other problem that was about to fall out of our coming explosion.

When our eyes met, I saw the same twinkle in Luca’s.

“Have you had enough?”

“Shall we leave this culinary torture chamber, dear sister?”

“What finally did it for you, Luca?”

“Discussing the hue trade-offs between Pantone 2195 C Color Blue and Pantone 2195 U Color Blue for the napkins at the pretend dining table.”

“They looked the same to me.”

“They look the same to anyone except the robots in this room, Carla.”

I slapped the table in the middle of its red river, pointing to it with utter disdain writ large on my expression.

“This is an ice cream parlor table, Luca.”

“I can’t cut on the resin, and the wood is too smooth. They sanded this until the walnut and resin were silk. I need my battered table at the Trattoria.”

“I need my people at the Trattoria, Luca.”

“I have a confession to make.”

“What is it?”

“I already packed.”

“Me too.”

“Let’s go, Carla.”

We strolled through statuesque, stunned camera crew and public relations experts like they were mines bobbing in the stormy Adriatic sea. It was one of life’s happy moments when a burden was shed, and euphoria filled the darkness in my soul, expunging the awful experience of the previous four days.

The Director smiled pleasantly and stood in Luca’s way, making one final play to keep us on set.

“You can’t leave, Luca.”

“Watch us.”

“But why?”

“Why does a fish out of water struggle to breathe and flap around uselessly?”

“At least take the knives - your sponsors’ gifts.”

“My butcher, wine supplier, cheesemaker, and herb grower are my sponsors. I have no use for ornamental knives.”

“Venice will be unhappy about this, Luca.”

“Venice is much more than a faceless bureaucrat eating microwave meals in her office, staring at montage artboards like they have captured the essence of something they cannot possibly fathom. We are in the business of life, not Pantone references. ”

He swerved around the Director, and I followed, chuckling. 

Outside, parked illegally and with another ticket for doing so, was Luca’s bright, deep red Alfa Romeo two-seater sports car. I picked another ticket off the windscreen, his fourth in four days, and shook my head at my brother-in-law, grinning from ear to ear because nothing could fracture my happy disposition.

“I told you he would get you again.”

“It is a battle of wills, Carla.”

“You lost.”

“I won.”

“How so?”

“The traffic cop will never give me another ticket… I’ll take the win.”

“It has cost you five hundred euros to park for four days, and now we are leaving.”

“Don’t tell Bella.”

“About your fake victory over a traffic warden or a defeat to common sense?”

“We are compadre’s Carla.”

“Yes, we are.”

“This traffic cop will remember me always as the one who got away.”

Italian men were impossibly adorable, driven by a logic that dumbfounded other men who found themselves cheering on what seemed surreal. Their passion for life, women, cars, wine, and food was unsurpassed as much as rationality escaped them - but I would never be without mine.   

While Luca drove us through Verona’s morning traffic, I reminisced on the months since Christmas. Our plan to serve food at the Cafe run by Sam and my Mom over the winter and early spring worked well. Bella’s Trattoria ticked over while people flocked to the reasonably priced cold-weather comfort food we became well known for at the Cafe. We fed the homeless among the wealthy, treating all people with the human dignity they deserved.

We never blew our trumpet, but when a YouTuber named Sasha discovered our secret gift to the disadvantaged, he blasted it all over the internet, and fame followed quickly. We became affectionately known as the Trattoria dell'Amore - Restaurant of Love and people came - oh, how they came, willing to queue for a plate full of love.

With Giovanni’s wine and irrepressible character, we rocked the Venice festival, reaching worldwide into every foodie blog and glossy magazine. Then, the municipality got involved with a marketeer’s attitude and all the bells and whistles that chefs hate.

A late spring chill caught me as we hit the autostrada with the roof down, so I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck, covering my chest, shivering but enjoying being invigorated because I was a glass-half-full girl. Luca grinned and rolled his shoulders as though shrugging off an unpleasant week, hitting the gas as though trying to add a speeding ticket to his illegal parking fines.

He grinned boyishly, a reason I loved him.

“I miss my wife, Carla.”

“It’s been four days.”

“I miss her so much my heart breaks.”

“I miss Giovanni too. It’s been two weeks.”

“What worries you the most, Carla?”

“Alberto.”

“Our butcher?”

“He is coughing in a way I don’t like. His sons can’t force him to see the doctor.”

“You could do it. The grumpy fool will listen to you.”

“I’ll see him in the morning and march him to the clinic if necessary.”

I kept in touch with Alberto even while I was away. We became close, kindred spirits in our love of food. I also enjoyed listening to his repeated anecdotes about my Dad while we enjoyed a sweet dessert wine around lunchtime on my days off.

When we walked through the Trattoria doors, Bella leaped into her husband’s arms like a sweetheart would embrace her soldier returning from war. I felt slightly left out until our kitchen brigade found out we had returned, flooding the dining room with noisy love and joy.

I was hugged, kissed, and loved again.

Word reached the Cafe, and our celebration expanded like a perfect souffle cooked at one hundred and ninety degrees centigrade. My mother ran through the door, followed closely by Sam, both beaming broadly, pleased to see us. I felt lifted and forgot the absence of my beloved boyfriend, who busily trimmed back and spliced his vines two hundred miles away, preparing for a hot summer and epic harvest.

When Bella reached me with her love, she looked overjoyed, hugging and kissing me.

“Are you angry that we walked out, Bella?”

“I am surprised you stayed as long as you did.”

“I felt like crying this morning.”

“You can’t cry onto a twenty thousand euro table.”

“It was half resin, which is easily wiped clean of tears so the next chef coming along doesn’t see the pockmarks of my gloom.”

“You can’t cut on resin.”

“Exactly what we said.”

“What does a twenty thousand euro table look like, Carla?”

“It belongs in the restaurant at the end of days where only microwave pings accompany your food. I hate it so much.”

“The internet made these tables famous - the same internet that made us famous.”

“Sasha did that, Bella.”

“So he did.”

Bella looked smug. After our walkout, she would have a few battles with Venice’s municipality, and they would threaten breach of contract. But my sister had become such a political force in the city that she would blast through their closed ranks, decimating bureaucracy—and they knew it.

“He’s here, isn’t he?”

“Sasha is handling our public relations now, Carla.”

“Oh fuck! That’s such great news.”

Sasha’s fly-on-the-wall expose of our kitchen and dining room antics was such fun that everyone wanted to be filmed. He brought joy to every failure, filming the fucked up dish, telling the story on YouTube of how the chef heroically resurrected it or started again, determined to reach perfection every time.

I loved Sasha’s presence in our lives, as did Sarah, my ex-boyfriend’s ex-wife, but we had different reasons for loving the long-haired gladiator of a man. I looked around the dining room and saw Sarah on the periphery of our celebration, so I fought through the clamoring crowd and hugged a woman who had become an unlikely great friend.

“How are you, Sarah?”

“The old shoemaker’s place is ours.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Did you tell Giovanni yet?”

“I thought you’d like to, Carla.”

“Let’s wait until he visits.”

“When will that be?”

“I have no idea.”

Our original idea for the shoemaker’s disused large shop on the other side of the Piazza was to turn it into a Michelin-starred restaurant. However, the place needed significant refurbishment to reach for those stars, so we scrapped the idea.

After the Venice festival, Sarah and my boyfriend Giovanni hatched an idea built on their rapidly growing platonic friendship. Both were wine fanatics who agreed to open a wine bar in one-half of the Shoemaker’s building.

Over a family meal cooked by my Mom, someone came up with the idea to turn the other half of the old shoemaker’s shop into a dining room where we could feed the homeless during summer months when space in our restaurants would be slim pickings.

Sarah brought in a financial benefactor to fund everything through her connections in the art world. Now that she was based in the old Doge Palace in Venice, our much-loved friend was Christendom’s most influential museum curator, except for a man in Rome with keys to the Vatican art treasures.

She knew that man well. So well, in fact, that he became our secret financial benefactor.

I left the welcome home party with an hour to spare before dinner service. Angelo and Sebastien had my back, and as I passed through the kitchen, I noticed everything in prep was perfect. I needed to shower off Verona, cleansing myself so I could get dirty and sweaty in my theatre of dreams using hand-sharpened carbon steel knives that could cut and a sous vide machine with one dial.

I danced upstairs, feeling joy when opening my apartment door, the entrance to everything I loved most except the man I loved above all.

“Giovanni!”

“Hello, Carla - surprise.”

Tears of joy welled in my eyes as I raced across the wooden living room floor, throwing myself into his arms, legs wrapped around his waist. His lips felt like all the summers of my life, tingling, fresh, vibrant, and warm with promises of great things. His tongue electrified my mouth, sending me to paradise as I melted into the arms of the man I loved dearly.

“My god, you came at last, Giovanni - oh my! I am so happy to see you, sweetheart.”

“I finished working in the vineyard at lunchtime, then drove at speed to Verona, where I learned you fought with the PR company.”

“Sorry.”

“I am surprised you lasted so long, Carla.”

“Me too.”

“I saw the table.”

“Fucking gross, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s like demons’ blood flows through the middle.”

I kissed him again, doing a poor job of grinding my pussy into his cock with my legs still wrapped around his waist. Giovanni let me slide down, and I immediately slipped a hand down onto his raging hard-on, joyous that he was pleased to see me.

“Make love to me before I go on shift, please, Giovanni.”

“Of course, sweet Carla.”


Chapter Two

Herbs and Coughing

◆◆◆

I woke in the early hours, studying my boyfriend carefully, touching him, making sure he was real and really in my bed. Never had I missed a man more than Giovanni when he was away from me; his irrepressible smile, air of confidence without arrogance, ability to make me laugh, great conversation, and manliness lifted me anytime he was near.

He was my keeper.

After making love and lazing in his comforting arms, I was scared to ask how long he could stay with me. I hoped his business in Venice would hold him back, but I knew his vines sleeping two hundred miles away were important.

Giovanni slept soundly, like a purring prince, so I couldn’t ask anyway.

I lay on my side, watching his chest rise and fall, listening to him breathe and wondering if he might be terrified if his eyes opened suddenly and he saw his midnight stalker.

Eventually, I slept and woke from a lovely, naked dream at 6 a.m. to Giovanni shaking me gently.

“Good morning, sweet Carla.”

“Are we making love?”

“I was thinking about a run.”

“Can we make love instead, please?”

“Of course.”

When Giovanni was with me, I became oversexed, or at least that’s how I described myself to Bella. She said it was early love and the pressure of being apart. Hormones were rampant as my body desperately connected me with my soulmate in the time-honored fashion with his cock deep inside me, a frequent, passionate repetition of which might lead us to marriage and babies.

But I said little about how I felt, terrified of scaring Giovanni off - so when we made love, I let my sexual being convey what my words couldn’t.

I showered alone, having fucked my boyfriend so hard that he was fully relaxed and dropped off to sleep again.

A run had been on the cards - my first since leaving Trattoria Bella for Verona five days ago, but now I was out of time and desperate to help set up the Cafe - getting back to the life I loved living. I also wanted to visit Alberto, our butcher, and my friend, see the herb grower about our upcoming menu, and fulfill a mental checklist of other things that excited me.

I dressed in freshly pressed chef’s whites, refilled the coffee machine hopper with fresh beans, and left a note for Giovanni that he should come downstairs anytime, and I would make him breakfast. After kissing my beloved on the forehead while he slept, I grinned like a schoolgirl with a crush, then left, silently closing my apartment door.

I ran to the cafe and joined Mom, Sam, her kids, and Margarita, helping set out the outdoor chairs and tables. It was warm enough to sit outside and enjoy breakfast. Bella joined us, puffing her early-morning weed while going through a wine list I knew was her secret collection.

“You’re risking being discovered, Bella.”

“You mean by Margarita and Sam?”

“Yes.”

“I am doing this deliberately - teasing everyone. I sent Luca a photograph of a faded label to identify for me the other day. I said it was a bottle in a local wine trader’s shop bargain basket marked at two hundred and fifty euros.”

“What was the wine?”

“Barolo, Riserva, Le Rocche del Falletto, 2004, but the label was practically indecipherable.”

“Did Luca recognize the wine?”

“He noticed the red label and a few letters, then Luca screamed Bruno Giacosa’s name - he’s the winemaker. He demanded I return to the shop and buy the bottle immediately. It’s a two thousand five hundred euro bottle of wine.”

“And what happened when you reached home without the bottle?”

“I told him I returned to the shop, but the bottle was already sold. You would have thought Italy lost the Football World Cup on penalties by the way his face dropped.”

I laughed loudly with Bella, attracting Sam’s attention as she, followed by the others, brought out pots of coffee, fresh orange juice, and cornets stuffed with jam, custard, and cream. It was a traditional breakfast at a time of the year when it was a joy to sit outside.

Bella placed her wine list on the table, and Sam glanced, looking shocked but saying nothing. Bella puffed on her joint, offered it to Sam, and slid the wine list into her over-the-shoulder bag.

People going to work or on their way to one of Venice’s many early morning markets deliberately passed through our Piazza. They filed in and out of the cafe, taking away a smile and a cardboard mug filled with their favorite wake-up drink.

The new coffee Sam sourced from a small mountain plantation in Colombia and the pastries our kitchen made fresh enticed more new business to our Piazza than Bella could have hoped for. She watched the crowd grow inside her cafe as our early shift worked hard amid laughter, coffee machine steam jets, and a constantly ringing cash register.

My sister glanced at me and smiled.

“Our luck changed the day you came into our lives, Carla.”

“Mine changed when I found you, sweet sister.”

“We are both lucky.”

“Yes, we are.”

Wrapped in a blue bathrobe that I bought him and wearing my slippers, I saw Giovanni emerge from our building. He pointed at me, then ran awkwardly, wearing a massive smile and the most devoted expression any girl could hope for.

I pointed at my beloved and Bella waved, pleased to see my lover, her wine supplier. 

“I love that man so much, Bella.”

“He’s ruining your slippers.”

“I don’t care.”

As we devoured breakfast in family conversation, the awful time Luca and I had in Verona made me realize how wonderful my life was at Trattoria Bella. Our herb grower arrived and sat down with a wooden crate full of samples, ready to pull me into his world of endless flavor. His idea that we grow his herbs, tended by him outside our restaurant in long, decorative planters, seemed financially self-defeating until I realized Tony would put up his brand advertising signage in return for a fair discount on the volume of herbs we harvested.

Such was our trading partners’ trust in the artisans at Bella’s Trattoria.

I started my shift by inspecting the impeccable turnout of my two beloved apprentices, Angelo and Sebastien, whose smiles and enthusiasm I had missed. They quickly became capable chefs who needed more responsibility in an already full kitchen.

They could move and work at the cafe, cooking rustic dishes my mother had damn near perfected using Bella’s Mom’s recipes. But I was selfish and wanted them near me like a mother who wants her children to stay.

As they marched inside the kitchen to tackle a mountain of vegetables, I knew every slice, from julienne through chiffonade to mirepoix, would be flawlessly executed. Luca knew it too, shooting me a massive smile when he touseled each young man’s hair before hugging them, passing by on his way to see me.

“You must let your children go, Carla.”

“I don’t want to.”

“They will be at the cafe, doing precisely what you taught them, and with your Mom too - what better home could they have?”

“Will they come back once the Shoemaker’s place is open?”

“We have no space in our kitchen, and I can’t see anyone leaving soon. We could rotate the brigade, though.”

“That would be good for everyone, Luca.”

“Yes - you did a great job with those two men. You need to find more, at least one.”

“If I randomly stop and ask young men of Venice if they would come to work for me, I will be arrested.”

“You’ll have a line at the back door, Carla.”

He hopped up to sit on the low wall separating us from a backwater canal. I saw an exuberance for life had returned in his face - the color that a week in a studio squeezed out was back, as was the city-wide renowned mischief of my friend, boss, and brother-in-law.

“What’s happening today, Carla?”

“Herbs now, then Alberto for an hour and a design discussion with our architect for the Shoemaker’s place. Oh… Sasha is coming in to film later.”

“Film how?”

Luca’s face contorted in pain as though all things associated with any media were toxic. I laughed; he cringed, faked a whole-body sob, then grinned - the irrepressible man I took him to be was back in full force.

“He’s doing fly-on-the-wall only. Sasha says viewers want an authentic experience. He claims we will be the world’s most famous restaurant in a year. I trust him.”

“I do too - even more so knowing he loves Sarah.”

“She’s our public relations powerhouse. I have four bookings for visiting museum curator groups this month alone. That’s thirty-two covers in total.”

“And Giovanni?”

“What of him?”

“Come on, Carla. Your man arrived last night after chasing you through Verona. Surely you have scheduled time for him also?”

“Oh my.”

“Oh, Carla… please.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize to me.”

I hadn’t considered Giovanni at all, a consequence of my busy life and not knowing when he would visit or for how long he would stay. I felt instantly discouraged, as though I’d failed him. Luca wrapped an arm around my shoulders, hugging me close.

“Italy is a place of love, then food, Carla.”

“I’m sure Giovanni has business in the city, and we will see him with the architect later, but if it’s okay with you, I’ll take the evening off and cook for him upstairs.”

“You must. Also, maybe you can ask my wife for a special bottle of wine from her secret stash. The Barolo, Riserva, Le Rocche del Falletto, 2004 she thought to tease me with might work.”

“You know about that?”

“Of course I do. My wife knows far more about wine than I do, so she would know that bottle anywhere. I love that she created this stash for us and will never reveal what I knew. She is a squirreler of things, and once pregnant, I am sure there will be a baby stash.”

“There already is.”

“There you go. I have one, too. Will you keep my secret, Carla?”

“Of course.”

“I love you, dear sister.”

By the time I finished agreeing on a herb planting and pricing plan with Tony, the kitchen prep I was supposed to help with was well underway. As I inspected piles of perfectly cut vegetables, I knew my apprentices needed a fresh challenge. I was glad to hear the blaring radio with music to cook to because I didn’t want to tell them they would be moving on soon.

I also needed a new apprentice - one would probably do for now.

I wrapped up working around 11 a.m when early-bird service began with tourists whose body clocks were haywire ordering two and three-course lunches. When Luca pointed at my apprentices, urging me to have the inevitable conversation of handing them over to Mom, I tapped my watch, suggesting I’d run out of time. I was still summoning the courage to allow my men to leave me to work one hundred feet away.

Walking to Macelleria ai Dogi on the other side of town rather than taking a water bus would be my day’s physical exercise, a must to keep myself trim. I would run tomorrow, a challenge after a week off, but today, I had a much more significant hurdle to leap.

As soon as he saw me, Alberto dragged out the small, brightly painted blue metal table and chairs for two. When I was still a few hundred feet away, he smiled, waved, and pointed to the table as though I were unfamiliar with our tradition.

When I arrived, he stumbled through the door, balancing two double espressos and a homemade charcuterie platter. His saucisson was the best in Venice, possibly the whole of Italy; every variety tasted and was textured utterly differently from the last.

As I sipped coffee, the aroma of cured meat, mild smoke, roasted fennel seeds, and garlic combined with a heavenly vision of pink meat balanced with perfect grains of white fat pockmarked with cracked black pepper.

As I dropped a slice of perfectly cured, succulent sausage onto my tongue, its sharp, piquant, and salty flavor gripped every culinary instinct in my body. I grinned, as I did every time I hooked up with Albeto on a food porn date.

“If you were thirty years younger, I would marry you, Alberto.”

“Come back in thirty years - I will still be here.”

“I will be old; you will still be a young man.”

“You are a timeless beauty, Carla. Giovanni is a lucky man.”

“I am also lucky.”

“And that, my girl, makes you the perfect woman. You cook beautifully, endlessly love your family and friends, and know when you have a good man warming your bed. Keep him.”

“I hope.”

He coughed, mildly at first, then more raucously until my friend leaned over double, rocking with his shoulders heaving, hiding his puffed red cheeks and the watering eyes that worried me this was no ordinary cough.

“You didn’t go yet?”

“No.”

“Can we go together, please, Alberto?”

“I am okay.”

“Then it’s a precautionary visit to a friend who buys all his meat here.”

“Will you drop this, please, Carla?”

“Never. I couldn’t face my father in heaven if I didn’t insist you see a doctor.”

“You have Jack Keady’s stubborn streak.”

He stared at me, recovering quickly from a coughing bout. Nothing about Alberto’s physicality suggested he was sick except for that infrequent cough. The man was strong as an ox, but a persistent cough should not be ignored. He sniffed, sipped coffee, and took a helping of garlic sausage. He smiled as he chewed and eyeballed me, judging how likely it was that I would back off.

“You have a better game plan than my sons, Carla.”

“How so?”

“When I cough, they are like a violent storm battering granite cliffs, nagging me to see the medic. When my cough stops, so does the storm. You, on the other hand, are like the calm ocean lapping the granite cliffs so gently it seems not to matter.”

“I’ll get you in the end, though, Alberto.”

“I know.”

“How does tomorrow sound?”

“Can you get an appointment so soon?”

“Doctor Bruno will see you out of hours for a portion of my Mom’s lasagna and a glass of Giovanni’s reserva.”

“You, Bella, and Luca have the world on its knees.”

“Not quite. Verona was a nightmare.”

“Tell Uncle Alberto all about about it.”

“Okay, but it seems wrong to call you Uncle if we intend to marry thirty years from today.”

“Do you not have such Uncles in New York?”

“No. We have a deviant cousin, and all the girls in our family call him fingers.”

I spent a pleasant hour exchanging anecdotes and sharing my week-long nightmare with my friend. Alberto’s knowledge of meat and the beasts who provide it was so complete that he could tell me the perfect cooking times for every cut we would receive in the coming days based on his observation of the animal it came from and how well it hung in his shop.

Alberto understood how ambient temperature, humidity, and the number of times his shop door opened and for how long affected each steak as it hung in a traditional dry-age cabinet for all to see his art maturing.

Trattoria Bella was Alberto’s best customer, always his first point of reference and pride in a city with many fine-dining restaurants.

I called and spoke to Doctor Bruno’s secretary, who passed me through immediately. He agreed to see Alberto at 8 a.m, a full hour before surgery began. When I left my friend after a long hug, I felt pleased, yet a seed of terror began growing in the back of my mind.

Service was in full swing at the restaurant. I joined the production line seamlessly, basting a ribeye steak and spooning over the searing meat a liquor of olive oil, butter, and crushed garlic with a sprig of rosemary that flared my nostrils and brightened my day. The kitchen heat rose, as did the passionate shouting and confirmed echo of Luca’s orders. His confident voice was the drumbeat of our success—we had a full restaurant again.

Our kitchen brigade worked like clockwork, right down to the smiles each chef gave Sasha as he filmed, almost secretly, capturing on camera every sizzle, perfect blade cut, spoon full of basting liquor, and steam jet in the kitchen.

I took my break last and went out the back feeling euphoric, having marinated in our theatre of dreams. A lonely soul paced back and forth, practicing a speech without noticing me. When his head was raised and the young man saw me, he panicked and looked ready to run. I waved a finger, recognizing him instantly.

“Andreas, right?”

“Yes.”

“Wow… I never expected to see you again.”

“I came here to learn how to cook, and I will work for free. I don’t enjoy the studio.”

“I get it - me neither.”

“Will you and Luca teach me, please?”

“Of course, but you will be paid. Have you somewhere to stay?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll ask Margarita to find you a room.”


Chapter Three

A Twist On Tradition

◆◆◆

I introduced Andreas to the kitchen brigade during a mid-afternoon lull. He was even younger than Angelo and Sebastien, who instantly became his big brothers. The boy was painfully shy but wanted to make himself useful, so he tied trash bags when they filled in the bins and carried them to our refuse area outside.

I nodded at Maria, then toward Andreas, and she took the hint. Something about putting the new boy with an older, gorgeous woman brandishing a razor-sharp butcher’s cleaver and wearing a blood-splattered apron appealed to me in many ways.

When Maria approached him, I grinned, and Andreas looked terrified.

“Do you like blood and raw meat, boy?”

“Yes.”

“Come with me, and I will give you a butchery lesson. We are celebrating a pig today.”

“Thank you.”

“What’s your name?”

“Andreas.”

“I’m Maria. It’s very nice to meet you.”

And so another lifelong friendship was born. You can tell by the energy and wonderous, enthusiastic expression on a budding chef’s face whether they’ll make it or not. A theatre of culinary excellence is no place for the weak-minded or undetermined. Although tears and sadness are common, one must quickly recompose and stand tall, holding the line with their comrades until service ends.

Andreas was mesmerized by Maria. He soaked up her every word, memorizing each precise cut our expert butcher made with a cleaver or knife and learning how the pig carcass reacted.

Angelo brought Andreas a set of whites, which he slipped into in the toilet. When he returned, he looked proud and got a round of applause from his new colleagues. When Luca inspected each station, he wrapped an arm around the boy’s shoulder, kissing the top of his head.

When our late afternoon break came, Sam and Margarita arrived with the children, dragging my new apprentice away so they could introduce him to his new home inside theirs. Andreas was quietly spoken and respectful, and now he had a new family.

I watched him walk to the end of the Piazza, looking like an older brother to Sam’s kids and a younger one to her and Margarita. Luca came outside and wrapped his arms around me, followed by Bella, who did the same to him.

“He came because of you, Carla. You took the time to teach him amid that monstrous studio, and he found value in that.”

“He’s very welcome here. I must find out more about him.”

“Angelo has no family. He also has no money.”

“How did he get here from Verona?”

“Hitchhiked.”

“How do you know?”

“Maria squeezed out his life’s story in less than one hour. She says he is a nice boy, and Maria rarely misjudges people, especially guys.”

“Somehow, Andreas came here at the right moment. I feel less unhappy about losing my two men.”

“The universe knows what Trattoria Bella needs, my dear sister.”

Giovanni was already in my apartment when I finished working shortly before evening service began. He sat on my wooden stool, leaning both elbows on the kitchen counter, his head immersed in one of Mama’s books, one hand gripping a coffee cup handle.

He was so engrossed that I was unnoticed, so I watched him for a few minutes, dazzled by his cuteness to the extent my skin tingled as though on fire.

I’d had love affairs before, some more intense than others, mostly built on concealed truths that destroyed the relationship once uncovered. With Giovanni, everything felt different. He had a simple way of communicating his feelings that engaged his entire body, conveying love for me in a way that comforted and secured me.

I wasn’t ever into submissive or dominant personalities and didn’t mind bedroom role-playing, but with him, I wanted to be loved and needed to please him. 

I was aroused, not in a sleazy, damp panty sort of way, but my muscles warmed, my body relaxed, and I felt his loving proximity and manly confidence even from across the room. When I moved to slip out of my whites, Giovanni flinched, clutched his heart as though surprised by my sudden appearance, and gasped, then spun off the stool and ran to hug me.

I quickly placed a waxed paper-wrapped packet on a sideboard before leaping into my beloved’s arms.

“I brought Osso Bucco.”

“That will take two hours cooking.”

“Maybe thirty minutes less than that. I will start now while you figure out how to spend our spare time.”

“Why not pose a challenge? I have the answer to that already.”

“I thought you might.”

While Giovanni returned to a book about sauces, I opened a bottle of chilled Orvieto Classico Amabile white wine and poured two glasses.

My boyfriend raised his, sniffed, and smiled without tasting.

“Clear, bright, golden yellow color; an intense bouquet of wildflowers, honey, and musk with a hint of bitter almonds; sweet, very soft but fresh and lively, balanced flavor with a delightful aftertaste of ripe fruit.”

“You know it?’

“In the same way you can read the white marbling of a good beef steak and know how long it needs to cook on each side. This is a perfect wine for delicately cooked veal.”

“We’re having saffron-infused risotto with the Osso Bucco.”

“I can’t wait.”

While being observed, I started by coating the meat well in flour and browning it, even though this should be a delicately meaty dish. Within ten minutes, an intense aroma of caramelized meat had me reaching for my glass, temporarily quenching a building hunger. After removing the meat from my pan, I deglazed with a drop of house-cooking white wine and used the flavors and liquor for my sofrito—the slow-cooked holy trinity of onions, celery, and carrot, also known as a mirepoix or simply a soup base.

After pouring a few more glugs of white wine into the sofrito, I bathed in the aromas of my reduction, observing Giovanni, who scribbled notes on a Moleskin pad while sipping wine. When the sauce thickened, I grated some lemon zest to flavor and added fresh, finely chopped Roma tomatoes.

Giovanni raised a disapproving eyebrow.

“I can’t note that down.”

“We are not from Milan.”

“Osso Bucco is a traditional Milanese recipe.”

“It will be better with tomatoes, trust me. Sometimes being a slave to traditions can limit your options in life… and in love, too.”

“And the gremolata - will the tomato kill it?’

“It complements the sauce and meat perfectly.”

“But Luca says-”

“Will Luca be making love to you in about five minutes?”

“No. Now I consider the matter; I believe tomatoes work fine.”

“Me too, honey.”

“You must shower first, though, Carla - you’re smelling a little ripe from your shift.” 

I laughed, placed a lid on our Osso Bucco dinner, and slid it into a medium oven. I reckoned an hour was about right before bringing the dish out to rest. With twenty minutes for the risotto from start to finish, I had ten minutes to shower and thirty for whatever Giovanni had in mind.

I sidled close to him, staring deep into my boyfriend’s eyes, watching his temperature rise, bottom lip tremble, nostrils flare, and pupils dilate before kissing him. When I caressed his cock through sweatpants, it rose instantly to my challenge, so I squeezed its thickness tightly and did the best I could to masturbate him gently for half a dozen strokes, a taste of what he could expect.

“I thought you liked me dirty?”

“Wet too… but not after a shift in a kitchen with no air conditioning.”

“I’ll shower.”

When I entered my bedroom after showering, two freshly charged wine glasses sat on a nightstand. I caught my breath and choked back my emotions when I saw a long-stemmed, perfect red rose lying on my bed. Giovanni stood at the bedroom door, naked, looking like my god to what I hoped was a goddess.

“I love you very much, Carla.”

“I love you too, honey.”

“I won’t be separated from you like the last two weeks again.”

“What will you do?”

“I’ll stay here, help promote my wines, and run the Venice bar.”

My heart raced excitedly. I choked and cried because Giovanni could not have made me feel happier. Having him with me, even for one day, rejuvenated my spirits, making me feel like I could accomplish anything.

He was my light and beloved soulmate.

My entire body sizzled like cold butter skimming across a hot skillet when he took me in his arms, and we collapsed together onto my bed.

Making love to Giovanni felt spiritual, especially when sucking his thick, long cock, cramming it down my throat. When he slid that thick, long beast inside my pussy, I baked in splendor, just like our delicious-tasting Osso Bucco.

I fucked my boyfriend hard after the first time he came inside me, not caring about the squelching as I slid my pussy up and down his shaft, both palms planted on his solid chest as I gazed into his loving eyes.

My orgasm came as a shuddering tsunami when I bottomed out on Giovanni’s cock, grinding my clitoris into his pubic bone. I never averted my eyes from his, desperately conveying all my love for a man I adored deeply.

When I slumped my head onto his chest, Giovanni muttered sweet love in his native tongue, swelling my heart with joy.

With no time to waste, I cleaned myself in the bathroom, slipped on fresh panties and Giovanni’s T-shirt, and then ran to the kitchen, where my saffron infusion was about ready to cook with.

A few minutes later, when Giovanni emerged from my bedroom wearing shorts and nothing else, he looked like a Roman Centurion recently returned victorious from battle. He handed me a wine glass and drank from his while I poured a healthy glug from mine into the risotto, which I constantly stirred.

When I served dinner on Mama’s beautiful, white porcelain plates, Giovanni was speechless, pointing at the dish where a perfect gremolata dripped through melting meat, the juices of which were absorbed into an al-dente risotto.

“This smells and tastes amazing, Carla.”

“The tomato adds to an overall savory flavor but must be balanced because saffron risotto is delicate.”

“I love it.”

“We cannot always be bound by tradition, Giovanni.”

“No… we must not.”  

Being able to talk to a lover is not to be taken for granted. With Giovanni, my conversation rolled seamlessly from one subject to another. He was the first boyfriend to whom I could describe my day—the first to listen with care and understanding.

I communed with a god among men and didn’t mind admitting I wanted to be his - only his. He touched me often, a caring stroke across the back of my hand when he cupped it with his, a reassuring caress across my back, just because he needed to.

I was utterly in love.

I slept better than any night since the last time Giovanni’s seed rested inside me.

When I woke before him at 6 a.m, I shook my boyfriend gently, handing him his running gear. He grinned, leaped out of bed with a single, energetic bound, and we dressed for a run.

There was no need to talk while running, so we slipped into a time-honored partnership of two runners complementing one another. It seemed easier to run with him because Giovanni’s presence exuded confidence and lifted my spirits.

My pounding feet on tarmac, concrete, and cobbles felt like the drumbeat of my life, ordering my thoughts from tweaking recipes to deciding on talking points with Alberto and his doctor at the clinic. Our sprint finish wasn’t a race because Giovanni could easily beat me with denser muscle mass, a longer stride, and more training than I had managed recently.

I grinned at my boyfriend as we caught our breath at the kitchen’s back door while Luca unloaded his fish purchases.

“Will you accompany me when I visit the vineyard, Carla?”

“Oh.”

“If you cannot, please don’t worry.”

“Can we visit during my days off?”

Luca yelled and raised his hands, silencing both of us with wild gestures and a stream of well-intentioned Italian abuse. He wrapped his arms around our necks, dragging us onto his chest.

“You two are my best friends. Carla, you must find a way to be together and take all the time needed to be here or at the vineyard - together.”

“Thank you, Luca.”

“No, Carla… thank you.”


Chapter Four

The Only Piazza I Want

◆◆◆

I was knocked off balance but didn’t show it; my heart raced as Giovanni and Luca high-fived each other, both men joyful. Their bromance grew daily, and I was pleased about that, but my boyfriend’s burgeoning vineyard business distracted me.

My life at Piazza Bella was so perfect I never wanted to leave. The Trattoria, cafe, and our new project at the old shoemaker’s place felt like my life’s work. A small Venetian Piazza paradise was not just a place where I existed in the moment but a home where my whole life was neatly contained: Mom, my sister, her husband, our best friends, and now a beloved man I would do anything for - except leave my Piazza, maybe.

Add my emotional ties to departing apprentices and the excitement I felt about a new arrival - I couldn’t possibly spare any time away.

Giovanni looked joyful that I had agreed to visit his vineyard regularly, so I played along, wondering what possible use I might be. His sisters and experienced staff covered the day-to-day management aspects, and while I loved wine and had a good knowledge of varietals and labels, I was clueless as a vigneron.

My boyfriend was an expert overseer of a vast vineyard with the talent to guide his vines and wines to long-term success. He had to be there at least every ten days, walking along his neat rows of vines, singing, pruning, tidying, and loving them like children.

After setting up the cafe and enjoying breakfast together, Giovanni and I headed for my apartment, where he joined me in the shower.

I loved showering with my boyfriend, caressing his stunning nakedness, soaping him while he did the same for me, talking, kissing, and connecting until the water ran tepid, then cold, but this time, I felt uneasy.

Amid the steam, Giovanni tapped his forehead against mine.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“No, I am not… I’m sorry.”

“Is it about visiting my vineyard?”

“I’m afraid to say yes, it is.”

“Okay… well, you don’t have to come with me, but I must spend a couple of days there occasionally, ensuring everything is being tended to. I thought you and I being together always… you know. It would be fun.”

“It’s not that, Giovanni.”  

“What is it?”

“I feel ashamed of being selfish. Of course, I will come to your vineyard because you are far more important to me than this Piazza, but I truly don’t want to leave here. I would prefer you stay with me in this apartment forever so I can have everything. Like I say… I am selfish.”

I bowed my head, feeling deeply ashamed and wanting to cry. Even two days, three times a month apart, felt heartbreaking, although it was a small price to pay for me, a much larger one for Giovanni. I shook my head, and my boyfriend crouched, staring into my eyes with a deep, radiant love that brightened the darkness in my soul.

“You are not being selfish, Carla. If you were, you would refuse to come.”

“I don’t want to be apart from you, either.”

“That’s why I came here. I cried for an hour on the way after leaving my vines, but you are far more important to me than they are.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled Giovanni into my stomach, squeezing tightly. I was an emotional mess, desperate to make my boyfriend happy, equally so to imprison myself in my Piazza paradise forever.

That also worried me because I was willing to play it safe for the first time in my life. My life’s adventure was over, or so it seemed because I had settled and wanted no more than what I already had. 

“Of course, I will come with you, Giovanni.”

“I hope the vineyard will be our future, Carla.”

After showering, I brewed coffee for us, dried and styled my hair, and tied it into a bun for work. While I pondered my misery, Giovanni poured over a notebook, so I looked closer and caught my breath in surprise.

“That’s my notebook.”

“I love it so much, Carla. Your take on cooking is as innovative as your character is captivating.”

“You’re such a nice boyfriend.”

“Am I the best?”

“By far.”

I felt happier when descending the stairs to our kitchen. Even though I had told my two soldiers to report to Mom and Sam at the cafe, they stood outside the back of our kitchen with Andreas pinned between them.

“Why are you guys here?”

“Tradition, chef. We work for Sam and Mom now, but our hearts are always with you. If you don’t mind, we will be here in the mornings.”

I inspected their impeccable turnout, with their knives sharpened to a razor edge, and hugged my little brothers. They were a fine example to Andreas but also another reason I could never leave my beloved Piazza.

When I dismissed them, Angelo and Sebastien ran across the piazza to enjoy their next challenge, chuckling and filled with late spring vibrance. They didn’t see themselves as leaving me; they were just going somewhere closely related while constantly staying in touch.

A tear rolled down my cheek, and I wiped it away, noticing Andreas hadn’t moved an inch.

“Shall we get started, Andreas?”

“Yes, please, chef, and thank you for this opportunity.”

“Thank you for coming to find me and for your excellent turnout. Did you get settled in with Sam and Margarita?”

“They were very kind. I feel lucky.”

“We both are.”

Inside the kitchen was a mountain of prep to be peeled, chopped, sliced, and diced. I set down a brand-new knife in front of Andreas and smiled.

“Some say this is the only knife you will ever need, and it is my honor to gift it. It is a Wüsthof 8-inch classic chef's knife and your new workhorse. Learn to handle this knife; love its shape, sharpness, and weight if you wish to master your craft.”

“Is it mine?”

“Yes, and don’t ever loan your knife to anyone - don’t borrow from others either.”

“Thank you, chef.”

“Okay, let’s begin.”

Every chef starts at the bottom, learning essential kitchen quality control and knife skills needed to progress at the prep station. Cutting eyes out of potatoes and tossing imperfect vegetables is the least of it. Perfecting a chiffonade cut for vegetables and herbs is crucial for the whole kitchen. The result is thin strips, often used as a garnish, a base for salads, or a slaw.

I pointed at my example cut, lifting a few batonnet carrots for Andreas to see that each was precisely the same dimensions as all the others.

“They must be perfectly the same every time, like planks of wood planed for a fine furniture maker. Any mistakes made here become louder as ingredients progress through the kitchen.”

“Until a disaster occurs.”

“Yes, and only becomes apparent on the plate.”

“Thank you, chef.”

Something about the young man appealed to me, just as it was with Angelo and Sebastien. At eighteen, undoubtedly surging with testosterone and a zest for life, he had the presence of mind to focus on my every word and action, a lack of arrogance, and a respectfulness I loved in strong men of any age.

He smiled, lifted his knife, felt its weight, and followed my example, carefully slicing perfectly rectangular carrot batonnets with ninety-degree corners, flat sides, and sharp edges.

“You will do well here, Andreas.”

“Thank you, chef.”

When I left him and pointed to Sebastien’s old prep table, Tina, another young chef, skipped over and began chopping, slicing, and dicing beside Andreas. He would have blisters by the evening, but with Sam, Margarita, and my mother at the boarding house, my new apprentice would not want for motherly love.

When I turned, Giovanni stood at the back door, leaning against the frame, grinning broadly.

“Sorry, Giovanni.”

“No need to apologize for loving your life and perfecting the art.”

“When do we visit your vineyard?”

“Next week. I came down to ask if you want to see the old shoemakers’ place with me. I have some ideas.”

“I can’t right now. I have another appointment. Can you give me one hour, please?”

“Of course.”

I wore a lightweight jacket for the short walk to our medical center. When I arrived, Alberto stood outside, his back facing me, staring at the building as though his end was in sight. I clapped his back, surprising my friend, and he hugged me more closely than usual as though bidding a fond farewell.

“Stop that, Alberto.”

“Stop what?”

“What is it about old men and hospitals that you all think that going inside means you will die.”

“Many people do, Carla.”

“More people walk out of a hospital alive than not, dear friend. Let’s see Doctor Bruno and get this out of the way. You aren’t dying.”

I worried, too. Cancer always springs to mind like a living nightmare concerning a persistent cough. As we walked inside the clinic, I suppressed my fears, exuding confidence to a man with whom I felt a kinship through my father. Our relationship was built over months of sharing anecdotes and ideas while passionately debating the finer points of food.

Alberto had taught me more about the world of beasts and meat in six months than I had learned in my entire career.

Doctor Bruno was always cheerful, and today was no departure from the man’s usual character. He waited in the outer office, saw Alberto, and ran over, hugging the man responsible for many of his favorite dishes cooked at home and in our Trattoria.

Inside his office, the situation sobered, with Alberto explaining his cough in minute detail. Doctor Bruno nodded, sighing and umming appropriately, not offering any diagnosis until he heard all there was to know about my friend’s condition.

“Okay… without scans and tests, we can’t be sure, Alberto.”

“But what do you think it is?”

“It’s not a good thing for me to speculate. This might be early stages of cancer, or it could be the ACE inhibitors I prescribed for your high blood pressure around the time it started.”

“Seriously? Can this cough be because of my medication?”

“Maybe. I’ll prescribe an alternative, but I still want blood samples today and a PET-CT scan this week. I will book you privately at Giovanni e Paolo - Pronto Soccorso hospital.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“It’s on me, old friend.”

“Am I going to die?”

“Yes, but not anytime soon, and hopefully not before me. I can’t stand the thought of finding another butcher who cuts thick chump pork chops across the bone like you do at this time of my life.”

“You’re a sadistic bastard, Bruno.”

“Yes, brother, I am, but today, I am your friend and doctor, and I tell you honestly not to worry. Even in the worst case, we will tackle this illness together.”

When Alberto glanced at me, he looked afraid. Cancer was the dark cloud, shadowing all our lives. Although it seemed there was a more likely diagnosis for my friend, it still felt terrifying to consider that he might not be around one day.

I slipped my hand into Alberto’s and squeezed tightly, grinning broadly.

“I will be with you too.”

“Thank you, Carla. Please don’t tell my sons about this yet. I couldn’t bear them treating me as a frail old man.”

“You’ll never be that.”

After his blood was drawn, we enjoyed coffee in a nearby cafe to shake off our gloom. Alberto was a resilient man who would tackle life’s challenges with his eyes wide open, flicking the bird at stormy seas threatening to rock his boat.

I felt less resilient and more vulnerable than ever at that moment.

When I messaged Giovanni to join me, he arrived five minutes later, just after Alberto left. Amid the crush of early morning coffee addicts and those collecting a pastry on-the-go breakfast, my boyfriend ordered a double espresso, collected it from the service counter, and sat opposite me.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“Yes, but… well, a couple of buts really.”

“Let’s start with one but then move on to the other. Women have an awful way of combining buts until I become so confused, I need a map.”

“We obsess over buts, Giovanni.”

“Yes, and all kinds of but and butts.”

We laughed together, and I reached across the table, clasping his hand tightly, feeling emotionally charged, choking back the need to cry that gripped me.

“I felt sad about going to the doctor’s surgery with my friend, Alberto, today.”

“Alberto the butcher?”

“Yes.”

“Is he okay?”

“I think he is going to be fine.”

“Good.”

“But it got me thinking. I admitted to you about being selfish this morning, which occurred to me more than ever while listening to Doctor Bruno.”

“What occurred to you, Carla?”

“You said: I hope the vineyard will be our future.”

“Yes, of course I do.”

“Which means you see us being together for a long time.”

“Forever, dear Carla.”

“I know, and it just struck me hard that someday, one or the other of us will leave and… well… I can’t, I mean-.”

I got tongue-tied and cried because while sitting in Doctor Bruno’s office, I considered how much I would miss Alberto if he passed away. Then I started thinking about what might happen if I lost Giovanni, my Mom, Bella, or Luca.

Somehow, in my mind, I had built a grim future based on no sense. Giovanni kneeled and hugged me reassuringly, kissing my tear-streaked face.

“I am not going anywhere. Nor is Alberto or your apprentices. You are having an emotional day, Carla.”

“Yes… but-.”

“Is this the second but?”

“Yes.”

“Go ahead, sweetheart.”

“I want to help with your wines and build a future together.”

“I want that too, Carla.”

“I know.”

“Shall we go to the old shoemaker’s place then?”

“Yes, please, Giovanni.”


Chapter Five

Hiding In Plain Sight

◆◆◆

The old shoemaker’s workshop was ideally suited for Bella to expand her business, giving her an eatery on three out of four sides of the Piazza. The scales of economy in purchasing, a joined-up effort in a single, larger kitchen, and a broad staff skill base would make us a significant food player in the city. 

My sister constantly worried that someone else might snap up the building, or at least its ground and first floors, both former manufacturing premises owned by the shoemaker nobody had seen for years. To her relief, the shoemaker seemed uninterested in selling as his realtor rebuffed every offer for twenty years, including hers.

Giovanni took my hand, his fingers trembling excitedly.

“He never sold, Carla.”

“I guess he wanted to sit on it until the value was right.”

“Or maybe he wants the right people in there.”

“It’s the first time I have seen the front doors open.”

“The realtor is early.”

The sun rose and warmed me as we approached the opposite side of our primarily residential piazza. It was as though the universe was sending a sign. The building’s arcade style ran the entire frontage of the shoemaker’s ground-floor factory.

The building’s style differed from the adjacent, more modern apartments by having a covered area for workers to sit under and shade from the sun or rain. That also provided a long, expansive balcony upstairs for the apartment.

I imagined beautifully dressed tables, each for eight diners under the covered area, positioned between arches—four in total. People laughing and communing with friends and loved ones would eat traditional dishes like spaghetti vongole, tearing up bread chunks to dip in a delicious sauce, diligently mopping their plates clean while sipping wine from Giovanni’s list.

Under the central archway, I stared at marble decorations and Romanesque carvings beautifully preserved around the immense oak double doors, which were wide open. Four horses were carved above the door, a potent symbol of pride and power in Venice.

“It is so beautiful, Giovanni. I can understand why the shoemaker never sold this building. He must have fallen in love with it.”

“It seems you have been similarly captivated.”

“I love it so much. I never came over to take a good look until now.”

The realtor strolled out of the building, grinning broadly, looking like he had enjoyed a short tour inside while waiting for us. I knew him well as a regular in our restaurant, but I hadn’t connected him with being the agent for the shoemakers’ building until now.

He turned and stood beside me, inspecting the building as I did.

“It needs proper stonework cleaning, and the doors could use sanding and a fresh coat of stain.”

“It is so beautiful. I love the carved horses.”

“In 1379, the Genoese said there could be no peace between the two cities until these horses had been bridled. Four hundred years later, Napoleon, after he had conquered Venice, had the city statue versions taken down and shipped to Paris.”

“Does the clock still work?”

I pointed to a large brass-framed, glass-fronted clock high above, between two windows on the first floor. It was beautiful, with ornate sharpened arrow pointers on the end of black painted metal hands that precisely pinpointed the minute marked on a brilliant white background.

“I can show you how to wind up the clockwork. It must be done daily and with love. You won’t find anything easily replaced inside the mechanism, but it keeps perfect time when looked after.”

“Is the building lease term and monthly rental reasonable?”

“Why don’t we go inside before discussing particulars.”

When I stepped inside, I was shocked. One room half the size of a basketball court was pristine clean. The floors were laid to uneven, highly polished wooden planks, which I assumed came from an old trading ship, as most solid wood had throughout Venice’s ages.

The walls were recently painted white, making the room light and airy. A massive red brick fireplace in the middle had a large cast iron wood burner, something I was sure would now be outlawed by environmental legislation.

“I love the ambiance in here.”

“It will be much nicer when the thick dust and grime outside the windows are cleaned. I keep the inside pristine but prefer the outside to look unattractive.

“That seems strange for a realtor to say.”

“I get fewer offers from timewasters.”

“Timewasters?”

“This property deserves the right owner. A thriving business downstairs with a family living above, as it was in my day.”

“I agree. This place must be treasured and loved down to the last floorboard nail.”

“Do you love it, Carla?”

“Yes. Very much.”

I half-turned and eyed the man suspiciously. His emotion-filled expression reflected a deep love of the building. He smiled, and I noticed a tear in his eye. I instinctively glanced down and saw the most beautiful, highly polished brown leather brogue-style shoes I had ever seen.

“You have brand new, handmade shoes.”

“This pair is over twenty years old, but I wear them infrequently, so they keep well. It is the last pair of shoes I ever made in this factory - fitting that I wear them today, don’t you think?”

“You’re the shoemaker?”

“I was the shoemaker, Carla. These days, I am a retired man enjoying my life with a wife, children, and many grandchildren.”

“But you are a realtor, right?”

“That’s a ruse, so people don’t bother me about this building when they see me. Nobody likes a realtor, and I enjoy almost total privacy.”

“You never wanted another occupant here, then?”

“Only you, Carla.”

“Why me?”

The shoemaker stared at the floorboards as though considering what to say next. When he glanced up, the twinkle in his eye and broad smile lifted my heart.

“Jack Keady was my best friend when he lived in the Piazza with Matilde. Those were great days to live in this neighborhood, and it seems like fun times returned when you, his daughter, arrived here.”

“Wow.”

“I agreed to sell my building to Giovanni because he asked on your behalf.”

“Sell? I thought we were leasing.”

“Giovanni wants to lay down roots here. I like him, but I am selling my building for you. Giovanni has signed a contract in perpetuity that only you may run a food-selling business inside this building. Otherwise, he is limited to being a wine seller - not even a bar will open without you.”

“That’s… I don’t know what that is, to be honest.”

“I will be happy if you don’t expose me.”

“Of course not.”

“Here is the key and your signed contract.”

“Umm, thank you.”

“Goodbye, Carla.”

I was utterly stunned when the shoemaker, whose name I didn’t know, dropped a small bunch of keys in one hand and shook my other before handing me a thick document bundle. He kissed both my cheeks and walked away, tears streaming down his.

I stood alone in the massive, empty room. The only sound was Giovanni’s echoing footsteps on bare wooden floors upstairs. I spun around slowly, incredulously, because of my meeting with the shoemaker and the immense opportunity that had opened up.

Eventually, Giovanni leaped down the stairs using the banister rail as a vaulting aid. He bounded over to me, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“Where is the shoemaker?”

“You knew it was him?”

“Yes, of course. It took me three months to track the man down and another few weeks until he agreed to meet me. Imagine my surprise to discover he eats twice weekly at the Trattoria.”

“He eats at Bella’s.”

“Yes… and he has done ever since befriending your father.”

“My god, Bella will be delighted.”

“Where is he now?”

“He left me with the keys and a signed contract for you as the new owner.”

“Oh wow… this is awesome, Carla - he agreed to sell the building to you.”

Giovanni grabbed both my hands and dragged me with him, dancing around the room like we were at a carnival. His joy, immense smile, and exuberance gripped me, and I skipped, carefree, and filled with hope.

Giovanni tripped, and we fell into a heap. He made sure to soften my landing and threw himself underneath me. I straddled my boyfriend, giggling with my bun released and long hair draping into his face. He panted, partly from the vigorous dancing, mainly because my weight bore down heavily, but despite that, his loving smile was unrestrained and unmistakably for me and forever.

“Kiss me, Carla.”

“With pleasure, my love.”

I paused with my lips tantalizingly close to his, soaking in Giovanni’s radiating expression of love. He looked desperate for my kiss, so I played on that, making him want me more until I couldn’t resist. Our lips brushed as gently as snowflakes falling on a windless landscape but with the searing heat of ten suns. I tingled from head to toe, loving every moment of our kiss.

My tongue sizzled against Giovanni’s, and I shivered vigorously, desperate to get naked and make love. I held back with all my might because it would be unseemly if Luca or Bella interrupted a passionate moment to see what kept us. In any case, we might pick up a splinter.

“I want you so much right now, Giovanni.”

“I feel we should consummate our marriage right now.”

“What do you mean, marriage?”

“We have a business marriage now, Carla. I may own two floors of this building, but I cannot exploit them without you. All food here must be by your creation.”

“We must see Bella and Luca immediately - tell them the good news.”

I wriggled back onto my feet and lent a hand to help Giovanni to his, dusting myself off. My heart soared because the means to our expansion were finally unhindered, and many fanciful ideas were already shuffling around my mind, each like confetti scattered in the wind.

I ran toward the door, dragging Giovanni with me, but he weighed heavily like a ship’s anchor, so I turned back, surprised to see a worried look on his face.

“What is it, Giovanni? What’s wrong?”

“This place is for you, Carla. The shoemaker was very specific that only your food creation can exist here. He even said you must live upstairs. We can only have this place filled by subletting it to you. I already signed a lease agreement, so now you must also sign, or this place will be useless to anyone. ”

“Whoa!”

“I’m very sorry, Carla, but it’s a deal breaker for the shoemaker and, honestly, also for me.”

“Why?”

“Like he told me, Bella and Luca have their place - you do not.”


Chapter Six

Cobbling It Together

◆◆◆

I stared at Giovanni, completely aghast and lost for words. I trembled anxiously, trying desperately to contain overwhelming, confusing emotions. Nothing could tamp down my joy at him securing the premises that allowed us all to reach higher, but the circumstances under which my boyfriend did it left me feeling uneasy.

I must have looked shocked because Giovanni was perplexed.

“Am I missing something here, Carla?”

“No… sorry, well yes… I can’t accept this gift, sweetheart.”

“It’s not a gift. This business proposition brings my wine and your food together in a setting that will encourage more custom to your sister’s businesses.”

“It also means I am leaving Trattoria Bella.”

“You need to have your own place, Carla. With your skills, it is wasteful and naive to think that you can journey through life without owning a restaurant with your name above the door.”

“It’s not what I expected to happen today, Giovanni. Please don’t think me ungrateful, but I can’t do this to my sister.”

“Why not?”

“Family is more important than business.”

Giovanni looked crestfallen. Nobody knew that family was of paramount importance better than him, and it was as though I had slapped his face. I drew him closer, cuddling, nestling my head into his chest, raking through my thoughts, trying to fathom a solution.

“Can we partner with Bella?”

“The agreement says it must be a new company operating from here and that the food business is to be wholly owned by you.”

“Fucking why?”

I stamped my foot in anger, stepped back, and eyeballed Giovanni somewhat childishly as though the situation were his fault. I felt manipulated by the shoemaker and suddenly hated him. But my ire didn’t last long, and my heart melted as I glanced around the stunning room that exuded so much tradition and warmth it begged me to cook there.

“Maybe you should visit the shoemaker, Carla. I have gone as far as I can with this idea.”

“Do you have his address?”

“Yes. It’s on the contract you are holding but haven’t signed.”

“I can’t sign it, Giovanni.”

“Why not?”

“Because of Bella and Luca. They are my family. I can’t set up in competition across the Piazza in a larger restaurant than theirs.”

“This is a much nicer building outside and inside. It also gets better sun in the evening.”

“Exactly. Bella wanted this building for years.”

“Others did, too.”

“What does that mean?”

“It is possible that Federico gets this place if you don’t take it. The shoemaker prefers you, but in an auction where he doesn’t care who wins, Federico will outbid Bella and then spend his days fucking you all over.”

“He is so pissed that we headlined the festival.”

“Federico is a mean-spirited man.”

“Could he get this place, Giovanni?”

“It’s possible.” 

“If I agree to this lease, I would get this opportunity behind my sister’s back.”

“You are making it sound awful, Carla. Businesses coexist and collaborate all the time, and I am certain there are a thousand ways you and Bella can work together to make this whole Piazza more popular.”

Giovanni was right, but I couldn’t get past the terrible optics of having screwed my sister out of the building. Thus far, we had all planned a future together, and somehow, the shoemaker’s building had become our collective target. My boyfriend had never mentioned he might buy the building outright, but now he had gone ahead and done it; it looked like he and I went behind my sister’s back.

I paced around the room, feeling the characterful unevenness between some floorboards and noting knots and blemishes in their highly polished surfaces. These were the marks and quirks I would come to love in time.

I was falling in love with the building.

“How did you afford to buy this place, Giovanni?”

“I have worked hard for many years and have no debt.”

“Did you take out debt this time?”

“Nope.”

“You paid cash?”

“Mostly, but I paid for some using a few hundred bottles of wine from my stash.”

“How come all Italians have a secret wine stash?”

“Because we are Italian.”

Giovanni stared cutely at me, his arms wide open and shoulders hunched, as though I had asked a dumb question, such as what sort of cheese goes well with Parma ham. As anyone knows, Italian cheeses such as Parmigiano Reggiano, Mozzarella and pungent blue cheeses like Gorgonzola are the favored accompaniments to the world’s most famous charcuterie.

My boyfriend’s best intentions had fucked with my life, a matter coordinated between two men without my knowledge. Neither had considered the long-term consequences of their actions, how this might affect my relationship with Bella, or what might become of our fledgling romance.

Or had they?

“Am I somehow beholden to you, Giovanni?”

“You must pay rent for the space, which is mostly yours. I may sell wine here through your patroness, but I can’t see much point in doing that independently of you. Any wine bar here must seamlessly integrate with whatever food establishment you will create.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means this is your place, Carla, and the only stipulation is that you must sell my wine. You can sell the wine of others too if you wish. I have no control here.”

“Fuck!”

I sat cross-legged on the floor, allowing the world to weigh on me. It seemed nothing but negativity, and problems arose from what Giovanni had done, even though he acted out of love. He sat opposite me, smiling but looking very concerned.

“I did this for us as a business partnership, Carla, not us as a couple. Working with you in the long term is good for my vineyard.”

“How are those things divisible?”

“I see that now because you are so upset. I let love override my common sense because I want great things for you. Your friendship would be important even if you were not my girlfriend.”

“People say that often, Giovanni, but it never works out after a breakup.”

“I disagree. Plenty of lovers separate but remain friends. I can’t imagine you not being in my life in some way, shape, or form.”

I was surprised to see tears in Giovanni’s eyes and realized he wasn’t so intoxicated by love that he lost the ability to think rationally and from a businessman’s perspective. He was right again; plenty of couples remained friends when their love ended as the converse was also true.

I crawled the meter across wooden floorboards into Giovanni’s wide-open arms, snuggling close and kissing the tears rolling down his face.

“I’m sorry Giovanni… I have been ungrateful.”

“Can we make this work, Carla?”

“We can try, honey, but please do not mention this to my sister.”

“Why not?”

“I must see the shoemaker first. I have some enormous hurdles to overcome before I can sign the lease.”

We wrapped up exploring the shoemaker’s place, and I felt much better when we left, although the core problems surrounding my new tenancy remained like a stormy cloud out at sea, threatening to ruin my day. After locking up, Giovanni insisted that I keep the keys so I tucked them away in a pocket and returned to our kitchen while he headed off to speak to clients in the city.

I had left the kitchen early to meet Alberto and his doctor, so nobody knew I had visited the shoemaker’s building. My secret was safe for now, but my fingers were not, as I nicked one while chopping onions.

Luca was there like a shot, his trusty first aid kit in hand, plasters at the ready. The cut was sharp, not terribly deep, and somewhat superficial, but it was significant because it was my first in many years. That didn’t pass my boss’s notice.

“You are thinking about Alberto. Please take a few hours off, maybe go and see him again, but do not handle your knives, Carla. You are too precious to me, and I am invested in your fingers.”

“Thank you, Luca.”

Without intending to, Luca made me feel even more guilty.

I used the excuse to get away. My emotions were strained, not so much because of Alberto. My secret would hold for a few days in New York, where people didn’t much care about their neighbor’s business. They never had enough time to enjoy the luxury of gossip. Italy, however, was a nation where news traveled fast. If the shoemaker told his wife I had signed a purchase agreement for his building in front of their housekeeper, Bella would know before dinner service began.

I had to see the shoemaker.

He lived in the ancient heart of Venice, the Sestiere di Castello, not at all where I expected. The area was secluded but close to the bustling Campo San Giovanni e Paolo, with its famous cafes and bars, and only a fifteen-minute walk to the Rialto Bridge or a ten-minute stroll to our Trattoria.

The Sestiere di Castello remains one of the most authentic areas of Venice and is home to the Arsenale (once the heart of Venetian shipbuilding). With its terracotta walls and square towers, the Arsenale has marked the urban fabric and determined the life of the Republic since the thirteenth century.

The shoemaker’s apartment was on the second floor of one of the most expensive sixteenth-century palazzos in the area. A security guard standing beside enormous double iron gates at the front portico checked my contract, read the shoemaker’s name, and used a walkie-talkie to call his control room.

“Are you American?”

“Yes.”

I understood enough Italian to know when the walkie-talkie chattered a few minutes later that the pretty American girl wearing a chef’s uniform was permitted entry to an apartment on the second floor.

Before the security guard could translate, I smiled and pointed through the gate.

“Don’t worry, Sir, I got it - second-floor apartment.”

“Ahh… okay… you speak Italian.”

“Addio.”

“Addio bella.”

Italian men are generally gallant when ogling or appreciating women, although some can feel creepy. I knew this guy was staring at my ass as I walked away, so I deliberately put some extra swagger into my gait to give him a show, giggling mischievously inside.

All apartments were accessed through an elegant courtyard with a functioning well and water garden, including a Koi pond. A stone staircase led to the second floor and the Piano Nobile entrance. When I reached the second floor, a plump but sprightly, cheerful-looking housekeeper in her sixties stood at an apartment door and beckoned me, grinning from ear to ear.

“Orlando is pleased you are here.”

“Is that the shoemaker’s name?”

“Yes.”

“Did he know I was coming?”

“I think so, but you never know with him. He is reading in his library, along the corridor, third door on your right. I will bring coffee.”

“Thank you.”

I slipped off my shoes and hung my jacket on a coatstand, admiring a spectacular triform window that filled the foyer with light while overlooking a tranquil canal. I couldn’t help but sneak a peek as I passed a spacious kitchen with top-of-the-range appliances, including a temperature-controlled wine fridge.

When I reached the door his housekeeper pointed to, I saw Orlando sitting in a brown leather wing-back chair with a book open in his lap. He leaped up, grinning broadly, and crossed the stone floor to kiss my cheeks.

“You saw my address on the contract.”

“Yes… I’m sorry to burst in.”

“I wasn’t being entirely honest with you and warned Giovanni this might happen.”

“The contract requires my signature to be executed.”

“Yes.”

“Until then, Giovanni doesn’t own your building.”

“His money is in escrow, and the building is legally mine at this moment.”

“Why couldn’t I be told?”

“Please sit and have coffee with me, Carla.”

“Of course.”

He waved at a chair opposite his, which I sat in. It was more comfortable than I expected from a high-back chair.

The room’s ambiance was intense. Aside from beautifully carved built-in bookshelves on three walls and the hardback books they carried, another large window looked out onto a bustling piazza. The chair I sat in offered a people watcher like me permanent entertainment, so I figured this must be Orlando’s favorite room.

A mild peppermint aroma did an admirable job hiding the musky smell of old books, and Orlando noticed me sniffing the air.

“I use peppermint mothballs.”

“You get moths in here?”

“They eat my fabric book covers before chewing the pages inside.”

“Damn. It all looks so new.”

“That doesn’t deter the moths. We get a first wave in April and May and a second in August and September.”

Coffee and biscotti arrived with a few slices of a rich, fruity cake, homemade, I assumed. When I broke off and tasted a corner of the cake, my mouth exploded with the flavors of mild alcohol, brandy, I thought, and rich dried fruit that had soaked up caramelized butter, vanilla, a hint of cinnamon, and other flavors I couldn’t entirely separate. The housekeeper clapped her hands and grinned from ear to ear before leaving the room because my delight at her creation had made her day.

Orlando nodded after her.

“You are a famous chef, Carla.”

“Hardly famous.”

“I’m telling you that people will come from all around to enjoy your food or poach your skills, and I think you know that.”

“They already did.”

“Federico?”

“Yes, Orlando. He came at me hard.”

“And look what happened when you rejected him.”

“Federico is a heartless and vicious man. He started a war.”

“More Federicos will come for you with less kindness in their hearts. It is only a matter of time until you leave Bella and Luca.”

“Not necessarily. We can work together.”

“Did Bella offer you shares in her Trattoria?”

“No, but she cannot… the trattoria and cafe are hers; even Luca understands that. He doesn’t own any part of it.”

“But by defacto, the kitchen belongs to him, right?”

“Yes.”

Orlando sipped his coffee, giving me time to think about what had passed between us. The future had been on my mind for some time, but I put off thinking about it too critically because I was happy and didn’t want to scatter contentedness over a matter of materialism. I could, if needed, build something of my own when it felt necessary, but seeing my boyfriend, sister, Luca, Sam, and Mom daily seemed more important.

“Why do you care about what happens to me, Orlando?”

“For many reasons.”

“Will you share them, please?”

“Foremost, I am doing this so that what happened to Jack Keady doesn’t happen to his daughter. You are a better chef than he was, and that’s saying something.”

“Why is my father relevant?”

He sighed and stared at me, looking deep into my soul in a manner wise old men have when trying to find the right words that won’t annoy a younger woman by their directness.

“Just be direct with me, Orlando. I can take it.”

“Trattoria Bella thrived because of your father’s cooking. Matilde was an exemplary chef and wonderful patroness for the restaurant, but Jack Keady was the genius in her kitchen. She knew it, too.”

“Okay, but I don’t understand how that relates to our situation.”

“If Jack had married Matilde, Bella would be without a sister, and you might never have been born. It was a sad day for all when your father left Venice, but I was pleased.”

“Why?”

“His deep love of Matilde stifled your father’s talent. She wasn’t one to innovate or push for the fame your Dad deserved. If he had known about Bella, Jack Keady would never have left Venice and ended his days working in his wife’s restaurant just like Luca will.”

“Are you saying Matilde knew Dad needed to spread his wings?”

“Yes, she did, and Matilde was decent enough to let him go.”

“She let the love of her life leave so he could be the best chef possible?”

“The kitchen is a powerful lover for people like you and Jack Keady, Carla.”

“Yes, it is.”

“I want to avoid history repeating itself. It would be a sad day for Venice, me, and your family if you left the Piazza for a lack of opportunity.”

“I am happy where I am, Orlando.”

“For now, yes. Eventually, when Bella owns everything in your life, and a husband owns everything else, you will resent being their trapped canary.”

“I doubt it.”

Orlando stretched out his legs and half yawned, half sighed. He stood and strolled across to the window, staring out a thousand miles or more. 

“I am an old man.”

“You’re not that old.”

“I could live another twenty years or twenty minutes. This time of a man’s life makes him reflective, wise, and able to offer better advice than he was willing to take in his youth.”

“Bella would never do anything to harm me.”

“No, but she will pass her empire to the children she has with Luca. If you marry Giovanni-.”

“He hasn’t even proposed.”

“It doesn’t matter, Carla. If not Giovanni, you will marry someone else, who will likely be a man who owns a business or wants to build one with you. At that moment, yours and Bella’s interests are not aligned. Giovanni understands this.”

“Did Giovanni tell you that?”

“Yes. It was a key reason I agreed to sell my building to such a great cause.”

“Is Giovanni trying to trap me?”

“The restrictive covenant in our sale agreement places you in the most powerful position regarding what the building can be used for.”

“I know.”

“That was Giovanni’s stipulation, not mine. Your boyfriend has literally invested every penny he has in your future, and it doesn’t matter whether you marry him or not.”

I caught my breath and choked back overwhelming emotions, trying to mask my outburst, although I was sure Orlando saw my eyes dampened. Giovanni had acted out of love and lied to hide his true intentions, which were nothing but genuinely focused entirely on me.

“Giovanni knows you are a great up-and-coming chef. He understands strategy better than all the crooked minds in the Vatican.”

“He wants to partner his wine with my food?”

“Giovanni wants much more than that but has the wisdom to understand he cannot own that which he cannot hold in his hand. Matilde understood the same thing, which is why she freed Jack. Your boyfriend is doing the same for you.”

“And what about Bella?”

“I predict that when her first child is born, Luca will become an equal owner of the Trattoria and all that entails.”

“And I will still own nothing?”

“Your sister and her husband love you… but they will love their children more, as it should be. Your exclusion in their business will not be by their design.”

“But it will be my fault?”

“Yes. You will always be a valued member of staff. This is logic.”

I didn’t feel upset or disheartened in any way. Orlando had laid out the facts and explained honestly what Giovanni hadn’t wanted to discuss. I could understand why my boyfriend was reticent to have a fuller conversation about his motives; it would lean us away from love and commercialize our relationship. This way, he could blame everything on the shoemaker’s unreasonable demands while opening up my future without interference.

“Does the lease allow me carte blanche to do as I wish?”

“The only caveat is that you must stock Giovanni’s wines but not exclusively.”

“He’s giving me everything then.”

“Yes. If you pay off the monthly rent, the building will be yours in twenty years.”

“I didn’t read that, and he never said a word.”

“Have you read the entire contract, Carla?”

“No.”

“Giovanni’s purchase of my building is almost an interest-free loan to you. At first, I couldn’t understand his rationale, but I got it after we met a dozen times. I have been happily married for fifty-three years.”

“My god.”

“Yes, indeed, Carla.”

“You said there were many reasons for you to sell to Giovanni.”

“I am effectively selling to you. He is a middle man… a financier of sorts.”

“What is the other reason you are selling to me?”

“If not to you, I must sell to my brother, who nags me daily for the place. I love him dearly but feel he is not the right man to own my building.”

“Who is your brother?”

“Federico.”


Chapter Seven

Is The My Decision?

◆◆◆

My eyes bulged, and I stared at Orlando in disbelief. I thought it was an ironic joke, but he smiled politely, not as though his enormous, heart-collapsing reveal were a humorous punchline. I felt sick, wondering if a cruel trick was being played out on me or, worse, my sister.

“Federico, the restauranteur is your brother?”

“My much-loved brother… yes.”

“Then why? I mean… oh dear… this isn’t making any sense.”

Orlando smiled, his expression swaying somewhere between happiness and sadness. He rang a small bell on the table, and his housekeeper returned with a half-filled Brevilor glass coffee jug. I had to admire her choice of coffee and how she brewed it because the woman was getting more flavor out of a percolator than most people get from a home espresso machine.

I smiled at her and held out my mug with trembling fingers, needing a refill as much as my host did. Orlando sipped his coffee, drew on some old memory, and chuckled.

“Shall I explain, Carla?”

“Yes, please.”

“Federico wasn’t greedy when we were young boys; in fact, he was so generous, my brother would give you the food off his plate and the shirt off his back. His problem then, as it is now, is that he always believed he was right about everything.”

“Kids can be like that.”

“My brother believes he was born to lead - in this case, it is the leadership of the culinary sector of Venice. As far as he is concerned, the restaurant he founded is the beating heart of our beloved city.”

“Wow… that’s a little arrogant considering the rich history around here.”

“Exactly what I said, Carla.”

“Look… Orlando, forgive me, but I don’t wish to get in the middle of a family feud.”

“You are not interfering, and please do not let my relationship with Federico be your excuse to escape a fine opportunity.”

I sighed, leaned back, and planted my face in my palms. When I rose and stared at Orlando, he looked calm, honest, and sincere. I pointed at my contract.

“If I sign these documents, your brother will hate you.”

“No… he will be angry, but Federico understands my perspective. Through his obsession with leadership, my brother has destroyed his life, indeed, any connection he has to a loving wife and grown-up children and grandchildren, to say nothing of our wider family.”

“Family is important.”

“My brother has bribed, stolen, blackmailed, and otherwise indulged in criminal activity to bring about his leadership. His soul is destined to commune with Lucifer for eternity.”

“Are you saving him?”

“I gave that up a long time ago, Carla. I keep my building out of his hands to prevent Federico from descending further toward hell while he still walks this earth. It is all I can do.”

“Okay - that makes sense.”

“Selling my building to you brings you into the fight as a counterbalance to him. Already, you dominated at the Venice carnival.”

“My sister, brother-in-law, and Giovanni were fundamental to that.”

“You are a team. My brother took a bloody nose, but now, I sense more humility in him than at any time.”

“I have no desire to fight Federico, or anyone for that matter. In any case, we don’t cook or serve the same food the Michelin way as he does.”

“One might almost say Federico is behind the curve these days, Carla. Wise diners know where there is good food, and most don’t care where Clooney eats or what the Michelin imbeciles think. Price is important; even the wealthy won’t pay more than needed.”

“I can’t argue with that.”

I was warming to the idea of owning a stake in something, and if Orlando was willing to sell his business to me to save his brother’s soul, who was I to argue on that score? But I had my own family problems with Bella and Luca looming large in my mind and a boyfriend I loved dearly that, through this deal, I might become tied to.

“Giovanni-”

“He loves you dearly. The warmth in his eyes at the mention of your name reveals his devotion.”

“Yes… I am fortunate.”

“As is he.”

“Thank you. The problem is… you and he agreed on this deal without my buy-in, and it feels like there is potential for hostility to grow between us. I owe Giovanni for doing this, but he has no legal right to determine how the place is run, and in signing your agreement, I would allow him to invest his life savings and pay back at no interest.”

“You are worried about Giovanni’s investment?”

“I would be a cold-hearted gold-digging bitch of a girlfriend if I wasn’t.”

“Where else will you get two million euros, Carla?”

“From you.”

He laughed but looked impressed. I couldn’t sign the agreement that tied up Giovanni’s savings or one where I felt indebted to him. Such an imbalance would not work for us as a couple. At first, everything would be fine, but in time, we would have creative differences, food and wine pairing disagreements, pricing, and quality quarrels. Giovanni’s financial safety net couldn’t be part of the deal if I were doing this as a restaurant owner.

“You are wise, Carla.”

“This is why my visit came as no surprise today. You have maneuvered me into something - I sense it.”

“You are very wise.”

“Giovanni came to you. You saw the harmony between our positions. You get to save Federico from furthering his demise. I get a stake in a city you want me to stay in because you love it.”

“I love your food too, Carla.”

“That’s the effort of a whole chefs brigade led by Luca, not me.”

“He served too much fish and ignored his wife’s advice before you arrived. You made a difference because you have leadership qualities that other people are inspired to follow.”

“So, what is your alternate offer, Orlando? You’ve cornered me nicely - I can fight or yield.”

“I doubt any man alive could make you yield.”

“I have a gentle heart.”

“I won’t break it, Carla. We can both get what we want without harming others.”

Orlando leaned beside his chair and lifted a small, beautiful blue leather portfolio case that bankers tuck under their arms when going to fuck someone’s life up. He unzipped it, retrieved a contract, and handed it to me.

I didn’t get past the front page.

“This is a contract between you and me - excluding Giovanni.”

“Yes. I am offering you the same terms as Giovanni did. The contract survives my death, but the monthly rent payments will be distributed to my heirs by a lawyer in that event. If you stop paying rent, ownership of the building reverts to me or my heirs.”

“You’re practically giving me the place.”

“At the end of the term, my lawyers will release the freehold to you; until then, they will hold it in a kind of escrow.”

“I don’t understand why you wouldn’t sell to the highest bidder.”

“That would be my brother.”

“But what about the money you will lose?”

“My building has been empty for twenty years. I could have sold or rented it out if I needed the money. I have enough money, as does everyone in my family. I bought the building for very little, and two million euros is a good return even if I wait another twenty years to collect the last cent.”

“Wow. You had this contract prepared.”

“I knew you wouldn’t take the deal through Giovanni.”

“How did you know?”

“A cold-hearted gold-digging bitch couldn’t cook like you.”

Orlando looked pleased with himself as I leafed through the contract, speed reading. I generally understood lease terms but not where ownership was the end game, nor did I understand escrow. It all looked simple, but I knew the devil was in the detail.

“I need to consult a lawyer.”

“Yes, you do. Might we agree to close this deal in one week, please, Carla?”

“That seems fair.”

Orlando took back the contract, tucked it into his leather portfolio, and handed it to me.

“My gift to you, Carla. At the very least, you have a beautiful leather document holder to keep important menus you are working on.”

“Thank you.”

The housekeeper returned and set up a chess board with beautifully carved wooden pieces on a nearby table. Orlando smiled, making it politely clear it was time for me to leave.

“My brother and I play chess at this time every week.”

“Federico?”

“He is my only sibling.”

“He’s coming here?”

“He is already late, but do not fear him - we have nothing to hide.”

I leaped out of the chair like a frightened rabbit, glancing at the door as though my nemesis was standing there. Orlando ushered me to the front door, where I kissed his cheeks, bidding him a hurried goodbye before I scampered across the corridor toward the stairs.

I bumped into Federico, who didn’t recognize me at first, lifting his fedora hat and apologizing with a generous smile while holding me upright. When he realized it was me, he scowled, released my arm as though he wished I might fall, and wagged a finger at his brother.

“You didn’t, Orlando… did you?”

“You should move out of the lady’s way before she takes a disliking for you, dear brother. Methinks you are no match for the indefatigable Carla.”

“Did you sell to her?”

“It is done, brother.”

Orlando smiled like any big brother when delivering bad news to their younger sibling - with sympathy and love. I guessed somewhere in Federico’s heart he believed his brother would eventually relent and sell him the shoemaker’s building. He was probably satisfied with the status quo, which had collapsed or would when I signed the contract.

I smiled politely and stepped aside, strolling past Federico, who glowered at me, then his brother. When I reached the bottom floor, I paused and looked up, pleased to see the brothers hugging warmly. Orlando peered over his sibling’s shoulder, smiling at me, even managing a wave goodbye as he pulled his brother inside his apartment.

I was pleased to see them embrace because I could never come between members of another family, although, as I sobered up to reality, my thoughts were of how much I was about to go behind the backs of my own.

When I left Orlando’s home, I was by no means decided—in fact, in keeping with my character, I was decidedly undecided and in no way capable of making any decision. I hid the leather portfolio at the bottom of my apartment closet when I returned home. It could wait until after service or tomorrow for me to properly consider its terms.

When I returned to the kitchen, Luca checked in on me, first inspecting my cut finger, which was fine as far as minor slips with a knife go. I pulled on latex gloves to ensure no contamination was passed on, but he wasn’t satisfied, grilling me to discover why I had slipped.

“What happened today, Carla?”

“It was just a slip.”

“You have the concentration of a tigress on the hunt - what is happening?”

“Just some personal shit I needed to work through, Luca - I promise you it is nothing.”

“Giovanni couldn’t cause that.”

“Why not?”

“That man loves you enough to travel the universe and collect all the stars in heaven to gift them to you.”

“I am a lucky girl.”

“He is a lucky boy.”

“Yes… someone else said that today.”

Luca studied me carefully, and it felt like he saw through my lie, or at least the unspoken truth that made me feel guilty. If I were to sign any lease, Giovanni must be privy to what that meant before anyone else, as I had removed him from the deal. I felt cold-hearted and as though my selfish needs were rising above my consideration for others.

I’ll speak to Mom first.

That’s it - she will know what I should do.

No… I must speak with Giovanni first.

My kitchen mojo returned, and I enjoyed an excellent service without mishap. Late on, I noticed Orlando sitting alone in the dining room, as was his habit. He loved the meat dishes on our menu, favoring those four-to-one versus fish when he visited, hence his comment about my changes to the Trattoria menu.

I waved at him from the bar, where I was enjoying a wine spritzer at the end of my shift. I was about to go and talk to him when Giovanni wrapped his arms around me from behind, pulling me into him.

“Hi, lover.”

“I missed you today, Carla.”

“I feel that heartfelt absence poking into me from behind.”

“I can wait.”

“You are a patient and loving man.”

“Did you sign our agreement?”

“Not yet, honey… I need a little more patience from you. Have you eaten yet?”

“No.”

“Mom has leftover lasagna at the cafe. Shall we go there?”

“I will travel to the end of the earth to enjoy anything of your mother’s creation.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I love all of her creations, my dear.”

“Let’s go.”


Chapter Eight

Pushing Me Over The Line

◆◆◆

We strolled hand in hand across the piazza to the cafe, smiling, but I felt a growing pressure between us. Giovanni knew I had a problem with the shoemaker’s lease deal as he had constructed it, but I hadn’t revealed any specific issues - it was a mistake. In his mind, the deal was time-sensitive, and I had batted away his question - that was bound to cause tension.

Sam had a sick child, so she left early, leaving Mom and my guys - now her guys, to clean up, so we sat alone. I had no help with my need for a distraction, especially since the cafe was otherwise empty, so there was no excuse not to discuss what Giovanni must perceive to be a bombshell.

While eating a delicious lasagna half an hour past its prime, I sat opposite my boyfriend, staring into his soft, gentle eyes that begged me for answers.

“I’m sorry, Giovanni.”

“Sorry for what?”

“You were right about me needing to own a business… a restaurant precisely like the one you handed me on a plate.”

“But?”

Giovanni smiled weakly, anxiously juddering one knee against the table leg, sending a tense message through micro-vibrations in the table surface that I felt at my fingertips.

“I love you deeply, Giovanni.”

“There is definitely a but coming - can we please cut to the chase? I feel sick.”

“I love you so much, to the extent I can already see a future for us together. If I’m being honest, I have fed our photographs into one of those apps that show you what our children might look like.”

“May I see?”

“I left my phone in the kitchen.”

“You never forget your phone, Carla.”

“I feel nervous. It’s been a hell of a day.”

“Please don’t be afraid.”

My voice trembled with apprehension. I was sharing honest feelings and details that exposed my absolute love. Giovanni smiled and looked happy - for a moment, the problem I hid vanished, and we were just a boy and girl in love sharing some leftover lasagna.

A homeless man came in, doffing his cap and looking hopeful. Mom greeted him with a smile and wave, holding out a chair so he knew where to sit. She treated everyone with dignity; we all did, but that poignant moment stuck in my throat, compounding my emotional state.

“Please come in and take a seat, sweetheart. Tonight, we have chicken broth and lasagna.”

“Good evening, Patroness. Thank you.”

“Would you like a glass of wine?”

“Yes, please.”

“I’ll be five minutes - please rest.”

Mom played music. It was piano jazz, perfect for near midnight at a cafe closing soon after serving a few friends.

As I watched the man smile as though he had no problems in the world, the moment brought home to me the good we had done in the city. Our collaboration, the humanity of our team, and the goodness of all meant others benefitted.  Most people walking by the homeless man who leaned in a doorway where he begged for enough money to buy a coffee thought him a fraud or unworthy.

Giovanni saw me watching, reached across, and held my hand.

“Much good will come from you owning your restaurant.”

“I believe you, Giovanni.”

“In case you have any doubts, I love you too, Carla. And a long-term future is what I am thinking of too, but something isn’t working for you, so please tell me. We must be able to have difficult conversations.”

“I can’t take your money, Giovanni.”

I shook my head while blurting it out, then hushed my voice, glancing around to ensure I hadn’t been overheard. I hadn’t and breathed a sigh of relief because if Mom had heard what I said, Lord knows what assumptions she would make.

My boyfriend looked disappointed but not devastated.

“Oh, I see.”

“Please don’t be upset, Giovanni.”

“I am surprised but not upset. Can you share your reasoning with me, please?”

“If I am to venture independently, I must have total control. If we remain together as a couple, I don’t want to worry that I am responsible for your life savings. I also want carte blanche to do as I wish without feeling I must first run it by you.”

“You would have carte blanche under the agreement, Carla.”

“Surely you can see how things would change because we are in love?”

“Not really - if we were married, I would do the same.”

“If we were married, I wouldn’t let you risk all your money on my venture. You have a thriving business that might need investment a day, week, or month from now, and many things could go wrong with a new restaurant. If I do this, I want to take the financial risk alone and lead my team to success.”

“How will you fit out the restaurant, Carla? I believe opening the doors from where the property is now will cost three hundred thousand euros.”

“It won’t be that much. I have a plan and have scoured the internet for a long time, dreaming of this day coming. I will buy almost everything from bankruptcy auctions using my savings.”

“You keep saying if you do this.”

“I haven’t decided whether to go for it yet, Giovanni.”

“Why not?”

“I cannot go behind my sister’s back, honey.”

“And if she rails against your idea?”

“I must leave eventually, Giovanni. You lit my fire, and I won’t let that fizzle out. I am sure there is a way.”

“Okay, but how could you do this without an investor… oh wait… oh my Carla.”

Giovanni wagged a finger toward me, smiling proudly and looking very pleased. I felt embarrassed and wished we had taken this conversation to my apartment, where privacy was assured. I stood, offered my hand, which he took, and drew him to the door.

I waved at Mom, our dining guest, and the guys.

“Ciao Mama, Angelo, Sebastien.”

“Ciao.”

I jogged across the piazza, still holding Giovanni’s hand, racing upstairs to my apartment, where I uncorked a bottle of our house red, pouring two glasses. I clinked mine to his and gazed into the eyes of a man deeply in love.

“You went with Orlando?”

“Yes.”

“I want to help you, Carla.”

“You want to prove your love - I get it.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You did that already in so many ways, including this deal you offered me - also, you did me the greatest favor ever.”

“What’s that?”

“You pushed me over the line, Giovanni, and forced me to choose. I was dawdling and had become a passenger in my own life. This is what soulmates do for each other. I know you love me, and I don’t need you to risk two million euros to prove that.” 

“You are an independent woman, Carla. I should have known better. Perhaps you would have run with the opportunity if I had mentioned it should be for you alone. I believe in you so much.”

“No honey - you did great, honestly. Now, I must step up.”

“With Orlando?”

“Not in partnership with him - just a simple deal much like your offer, but I’m not in love or sleeping with the man investing.”

“Promise you won’t?”

Giovanni was joking, and I laughed, gulping back the remains of my wine while hopping off my kitchen stool. I wanted to avoid further discussion because I didn’t know whether Orlando would appreciate me telling my boyfriend who his brother was. Storm clouds still hung over our heads where Federico was concerned, and although the man who sold me his building did so to save his brother, I knew well enough that blood was thicker than water.

I would keep the secret until my opportunity developed.

“I must shower, Giovanni.”

“I already did.”

“Give me ten minutes.”

Ten minutes became half an hour per usual for me. I lazed, soaping myself carefully, preparing myself for my lover, knowing he would take me all night. Giovanni was passionate, pure, kind, and downright irresistible, but the wait to make love while I lingered in the shower would do both of us good.

Giovanni reacted to my change of his plan as I’d hoped, but I wasn’t so arrogant as to expect it. He had plowed in a great deal of work finding Orlando, convincing him to do a deal with us, and then structuring it. It felt like a labor of his love, and now, he had changed tack on what many might call my whim.

My independence in this regard was non-negotiable. Having worked for Judy, now my sister and her husband, I knew that jumping from employee to owner status was a giant leap that required all of my skills - culinary and leadership, but I felt ready; Orlando was willing to do my deal, my way, and I hoped to be able.

Before signing my agreement with Orlando, I had to win over my sister and her husband. Figuring out how to work together without competing was crucial to that. Whether I liked it or not, this small square in paradise was Piazza Bella, not Piazza Carla, even though my Dad - our Dad, helped put it on the culinary map.

I dried myself and strolled naked into our bedroom, seeing Giovanni was similarly clothed and sporting an enormous erection that I couldn’t wait to devour. I sidled close, my eyes burning with desire, matching his, which bloated excitedly as he glanced down, catching a peek while wrapping his arms around my waist and lining up for a kiss.

“I want you so much right now, Giovanni.”

“I want to worship you, sweetheart.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want to kneel between your legs and go down on you.”

“I couldn’t refuse that ever, honey. I love getting tongue.”

“Until you cum?”

“I’m not sure I could resist your cock for that long.”

“May we try?”

“Of course.”

As I lay down on our bed, spreading my legs wide, it struck me that Giovanni frequently wanted to go down on me - like, more than any guy I knew. Girlfriends gossiping about their sex lives often complained of a low volume of cunnilingus in their relationships, but with my boyfriend, I had no such problem.

I glanced down as Giovanni palmed my legs wide open, kissing each knee before licking my silken thighs. My pussy tingled, and I leaked sticky arousal juices that caused my boyfriend to inhale deeply with flared nostrils and a broad smile.

“Can you smell my pussy?”

“Yes, Carla - I love it.”

“I feel embarrassed about getting so wet and turned on.”

“You smell and taste like the best meal I ever ate.”

“Do you enjoy going down on me, Giovanni?”

“It feels spiritual, and I love it very much.”

He quietened me with a flattened tongue stroke from my throbbing pussy hole to my solid clitoris, devouring the sticky cream coating my pink furrow. Giovanni spread my swollen, damp pussy lips wide apart with clawing fingers, licking and slurping me as though I were delicious ice cream.

My body trembled wildly, and I moaned, caressing, then kneading my breasts before tweaking both nipples hard to force me higher in pre-orgasmic bliss, relieving sexual tension while my beloved licked my sticky hole. When he dragged my engorged clitoris from side to side with his tongue tip, an orgasm tickled deep inside my womb, surging powerfully like an incoming hurricane.

I reached down and placed my hands on Giovanni’s, helping him spread my pussy lips wider, so he could kiss, lick and suck the sensitive tissues there. He was an excellent pussy licker, and I hoped to have inspired him to that lofty prominence with my moaning appreciation.

When my lover clenched his lips tightly around the base of my clitoris and sucked gently, I orgasmed hard, wriggling to escape backward up the bed, knowing that things were about to get messy, wet, and sticky. But Giovanni was determined to finish me his way, dominate me through his submission, and he clamped my legs tightly, wrapping his arms around my thighs, drawing my pussy closer to his mouth.

I rose on my elbows and stared down in a panic, riding massive waves of pleasure on his tongue tip, getting closer to squirting. When I saw Giovanni pucker his lips, I couldn’t believe what he was doing, but when he sealed them around my pee hole, I gripped the back of his head, pulled him in, and went with it - enjoying a tumultuous orgasm.

I tried controlling myself, limiting each powerful jet of unicorn pee to three seconds, filling his mouth - but I lost control. I screamed, knowing everyone on the Piazza would hear my rapture. They were bound to guess it was me and Giovanni fucking - Angelo next door, my sister and her husband downstairs, would all laugh or giggle, but I didn’t care as I ground my soaking wet pussy into my lover’s face, enjoying the best orgasm of my life.

When I couldn’t take any more, I wriggled out from under Giovanni, enjoying the sweet kisses he offered when he crawled beside me. He was more out of breath than I was, with sparkling eyes as though a goddess had anointed him - I saw the most authentic love ever writ large on his face.

“I love you, Carla.”

“As I do you, Giovanni.”

“Did you enjoy my tongue?”

“I’m not usually so messy.”

“I love it.”

“Will you please make love to me and fill my womb with seed, Giovanni.”

“It will be my pleasure.”


Chapter Nine

Reach For The Stars

◆◆◆

I woke up feeling anxious in the early hours. It wasn’t so much that I worried about discussing my opportunity with Bella and Luca. I was more concerned that something might happen to take it away.

I felt more excited about the future than ever.

I had been a happy understudy and second in command to my brother-in-law, ensconced in a kitchen where love, life, and great food exuded from every corner. Giovanni’s enthusiasm tore apart my comfort zone, and adrenaline coursed through me as my imagination ran wild. I imagined innovative recipes, service styles, and even the color of menus. 

I sat in the semi-darkness of my kitchen, drinking French press coffee to avoid waking Giovanni and Angelo. My contract with Orlando sat squarely and ominously in front of me, twenty or so brilliant white A4 sheets of paper stacked perfectly, my pile of anxiety.

A gentle voice in the darkness startled me as I stared at my future success or failure.

“You have a wonderful future, Carla.”

“I didn’t hear you, Giovanni - sorry if I woke you.”

I spun around on my stool and saw my boyfriend tying my bathrobe belt around him. He looked cute as hell in a pink floral robe that barely covered his ass cheeks with a tiny belt tied in a bow protecting his modesty.

“I missed you in your bed.”

“It’s our bed, honey.”

Giovanni sat beside me, sipping tepid coffee from my cup, tapping the contract with his index finger.

“It won’t sign itself, Carla.”

“I need a lawyer to take a look first.”

“But that’s not why you haven’t signed Orlando’s contract yet, right?”

“No.”

“Send it to the lawyers tomorrow first thing, then take a day or two to mull over how to discuss this matter with Bella.”

“I don’t have that luxury, honey.”

“Why not?”

“Gossipers.”

I knew Federico would have spread the news already and that whispers were already closing in on our Piazza like autumn leaves scurrying along pavements. It was hard for me not to tell Giovanni about the relationship between Orlando and his brother, but I was in no-man’s-land - neither engaged nor married to the man I loved. At what point should I share complete confidence with my boyfriend? Was Orlando’s sibling relationship even a secret as far as he was concerned?

I was itching to ask Orlando if the matter was confidential, but calling at 3 a.m. was impossible and unfair.

“Are you speaking to Bella about this today, Carla?”

“I must… and that discussion involves Luca, too.”

“I think they will be delighted for you, and if not, I will back you whatever you decide.”

“Even if I walk away from the opportunity?”

I eyeballed my boyfriend. Admittedly, it was a test of relationship and life. I was sounding Giovanni out to see how he might react to my independence and choices in the future. If I couldn’t rely on his understanding now, when could I?

“I will always support your choices, Carla, but I know you won’t walk away from the shoemaker’s restaurant.”

“How do you know that?”

“I see the hunger in your eyes, and I think it has been there for a long time. Also, you owning that building is the best possible outcome for Bella and Luca, too.”

“They might feel more deserving to own it.”

“If it became hers, your sister would need you to run the shoemakers, Carla. There is a thin line between what is fair and unfair.”

“Bella will not be unfair to me.”

“Not knowingly - I agree, but if you don’t take this opportunity for yourself and pass it to her instead, she may not realize how unfair that is.”

“I know.”

“Instruct the lawyer first, then talk to Bella, sign the contract, and go for it, Carla.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“It does sound easy - but it’s not.”

We returned to bed, and I slept soundly in Giovanni’s arms. I skipped my early morning run, helped Sam and Mom set up the cafe, and then slipped away for an hour just when business offices opened. My boyfriend gave me the address for his lawyer and called ahead. He was the same one who drafted his contract between us.

I turned up at the offices of Matteo and Son with a warm croissant and take-out cappuccino.

A hawkish man in his sixties walked through the door into his waiting room. Matteo or his son smiled at his receptionist, who nodded at me. The lawyer eyed me judgementally while I waited patiently, then pointed at his office door as though I should open it for him. I did as I thought he wanted, realizing when he paused and stepped out of my way that I was opening the door for me since his hands were full of a briefcase and files.

“You go first, sir.”

“I would never walk through a door before a lady.”

“Thank you. Are you Matteo?”

“I am Matteo’s son, also Matteo… and you are Carla.”

I set the wrapped croissant and coffee on his desk, gracing him with my most winning smile, to which he grunted and unwrapped my gift.

“Hmm.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Giovanni warned me you were irresistible and had strange powers over people.”

“Did he mean me or the croissant and coffee?”

“Both.”

“Was he right?”

“Show me the contract, please?”

I set Orlando’s contract on Matteo, son of Matteo’s desk. He turned the title page and began reading legal recitals and preamble, tutting, shaking his head, and making a strange whirring sound in the back of his throat. I waited five minutes until he read past page five and sipped his coffee before I spoke.

“Is there a problem with the contract, Matteo?”

“I dislike lazy lawyering. They copied the contract I drafted for my client Giovanni.”

“So it’s your contract?”

“It’s like when someone uses your Apple Pie recipe, but they add ingredients and mess it up.”

“What ingredients have been added?”

“This contract reverses property ownership to the seller if you miss up to six consecutive monthly payments.”

“That seems fair.”

“You stick to your Apple Pie recipe, my dear, and I’ll do the lawyering - thank you, Carla. Nice coffee, by the way.”

He sighed and sipped the coffee with deep appreciation without looking up, consuming every word on every page.

“Can you tell me what the issue is?”

“You will build up equity during the payment process over twenty years. Can you imagine if you reached the final contract year and missed six consecutive payments? You would have paid most of the price and lost everything.”

“Yes… of course.”

My naivety horrified me, and I felt sick. I was contemplating making a million-dollar investment and had no idea how to conduct business. Matteo turned another page, lifted his head, smiled, and tore a corner off the croissant. He popped the morsel into his mouth, chewed, and then stared at me in disbelief.

“Oh my, Carla. I must come to the cafe more often if this is the standard of baking.”

“My mother is the baker.”

“I may have to marry her.”

“Would I get a discounted hourly rate if you did?”

“I am a long-time friend of Giovanni and will charge you the same as I do him. He was as terrified as you are now when he first sat in that chair.”

“I feel unprepared.”

“You should focus on running a great hospitality business, and I will help you with all annoying legal matters. You must register a company and a business bank account. I can make appointments for you.”

“I must speak with my sister and her husband.”

“That is a formality.”

“You think?”

“I know Orlando’s lawyer; I can handle the to-and-fro if you’d like, and then, once he signs, you can review and approve the contract… or not. You will be safe to sign, I promise.”

“Yes, please… do that.”

“Never forget that this is your business, Carla - nobody else’s. Do what is right for the company, the building, the clients - nothing else matters. Your business is a baby, incapable of managing or protecting itself - you have that duty of care.”

“I am a quick study.”

“Then reach for the stars, Carla.”


Chapter Ten

Our Piazza... Our Family

◆◆◆

When I left Matteo and Son’s law offices, I felt inspired and immediately knew what to do. It was time to tackle the final hurdle of signing the shoemaker’s lease and begin planning for a restaurant I owned. I prayed Bella and Luca would support me and felt emotional when considering the worst-case scenarios.

As I walked briskly, my mind increasingly got the better of me. I rounded a corner along a tiny alleyway barely wide enough for two people to pass. It opened onto a small humpback bridge crossing a canal the same width as the path. A tiny art gallery was opening for the day, but I took no notice of the owner pottering around outside, setting up his paintings for passers-by to view. I headed to the communal wooden bench feeling weak and sick, grabbing the seat back to steady myself as I slumped into it.

“I’ll be the owner - oh fuck! What have I done?”

“Are you okay, young lady?”

I face-planted into my hands, still only semi-aware of the elderly man standing beside me. I had no clue how to run a whole restaurant with all its disciplines, limiting myself to the kitchen and ensuring every plate of food was perfect. I’d always anticipated being a head chef one day, but now I was skipping over that lofty position and going straight to being the owner.

It was a daunting prospect. 

When I eventually looked up, the man stood close by, smiling kindly and gently. A few passers-by glanced at me, no doubt wondering why I seemed upset, but they were too busy to pause their commute or shopping trip and must have figured the art gallery owner was looking after me.

“Will you join me for coffee, Carla? I have a fresh brew prepared now. There is plenty for two of us.”

“How do you know me?”

“Venice is a little over a quarter of a million souls plus tourists - not so big really, and the traditional trading community, especially those of us born here, gets smaller every year. You are well known, as is your sister and her husband.”

“Do you eat at the Trattoria?”

“I prefer to dine in the cafe. Its rough interior, bustling atmosphere, rampant gossiping, and rustic menu appeal to me. It is better value for money than the Trattoria. By eating there, I can avoid tourists. I don’t need cloth napkins, expensive crockery, or a three-course deal - sometimes a bowl of cheap soup and a crusty roll is enough.”

“Tourists love the Trattoria.”

“Good. I have enough of them here, never mind where I eat. I’ll get that coffee - will you wait?“

“Yes, thank you.”

Emilio was an artist who focused on Venice, specifically the parts tourists never saw—capturing a vestry wall and ceiling painting by an unknown artist hundreds of years ago or the authenticity of lost cobbled streets and houses well off the tourist’s beaten track.

When Emilio returned with a French press full to the brim, two cups, a jug of cream, and a bowl with lumps of brown sugar, I helped myself, glad of the sweetness.

“You are afraid of Orlando’s offer, I think?”

“How did you know?”

“Whispers along alleyways, gossip in the market - Italians care about each other, which entitles us to get our noses up into one another’s business. I heard rumors that Orlando finally found a suitor for his building.”

“My sister probably knows, too.”

“Maybe, but perhaps people would not wish to tell Bella immediately. Nobody wants to start a family feud unless they are consumed by hatred.”

“I need to go and see her now.”

“Before you do, may I offer some wisdom?”

“Yes, please.”

“We are all creators of one thing or another, Carla, and the more we create and produce, the more successful everyone becomes. We can build a bigger pie together rather than stealing each other’s slice.”

“That’s what I am afraid of. I don’t want to harm my sister’s restaurant or cafe.”

“I am sure you will be unique and work with your sister rather than against her.”

“Of course. Otherwise, I won’t do it.”

“And if you need a few art pieces, please visit me. We can make an arrangement. You hang my art and sell it - I will give it to you for free.”

“That’s something I hadn’t considered.”

I thanked Emilio for the caffeine injection that somewhat rejuvenated me and rushed away because seeing Bella was my priority. I went over a speech in my head, terrified I might say something dumb if she reacted badly.

I raced into the kitchen, where everyone worked furiously, and Bella talked to Luca. The way they stopped talking and stared terrified me. I wanted to cry, feeling like a deceiver as both walked across the kitchen to me. Even with music blaring, I felt the silence of our kitchen brigade, all of whom kept their heads down, working rather than looking at me.

My sister ushered us outside for privacy. She held my shoulders and glared at me. 

“Why haven’t you signed Orlando’s contract, sister?”

“What do you mean?”

“I hope you are not using me and Luca as an excuse not to own a restaurant.”

“I-I… Oh dear.”

I burst into tears, and my sister hugged me from one side while Luca did the same from the other. When I looked into her eyes, Bella smiled, crying, and I knew she was okay with my opportunity.

“I didn’t want to deceive you, Bella.”

“You never could, Carla - but you must sign this agreement soon and move forward. We can work together, draw more locals and tourists into our piazza, drive better bargains with suppliers, share and swap staff - I have many ideas.”

“How long have you known about this opportunity, Bella?”

“Since yesterday morning - Federico took great delight in telling me you secured a lease on the shoemaker’s place. I squeezed out the information that you hadn’t signed the agreement yet this morning from Giovanni, putting him under severe duress.”

“What did you say to him, Bella?”

“I threatened to tell everyone his wine tastes like cat piss.”

“Oh dear.”

“Giovanni will survive, and I wasn’t being serious - although if he messes with you, perhaps that might change. I was worried about you, Carla, so I pressed everyone for information. If you need support, I am right there with Luca, helping you.”

I couldn’t let go of Bella or Luca because I felt so emotional, my legs weakened, and I feared I might fall. Mom and Sam ran over from the cafe, piling into our hug in floods of tears. I raised my head and stared at my sister again.

“Who else did you tell, Bella?”

“Everyone knows - what can I say? In this regard, I own two businesses where gossipers mingle. I want you to sign the agreement without worrying about your family and friends. If Federico wanted to drive a wedge between us he has failed. I had no idea he was Orlando’s brother, by the way.”

“Federico is a cynical man, but Orlando hopes he might change.”

“That’s up to him. Shall we visit your new restaurant, Carla? Everyone wants to come and see where they might work one day.”

“Let’s go.”

I ran across the Piazza with Bella, Luca, and a gathering tail of friends and family behind me, including Giovanni. He hugged me at the front door of my new restaurant in waiting. The exuberance and joy surrounding me as I flung the doors wide open contrasted with the sullen faces that had greeted me in the kitchen upon my return to work—I later discovered my colleagues and friends had pranked me.

They explored every corner of the shoemaker’s building, opening every closet and drawer on both floors. They eventually sat cross-legged on the wooden floor downstairs with me, Giovanni, Bella, and her husband. It felt like a family event, and in my mind’s eye, I saw a restaurant emerging around me.

Luca reached over and held my hand, smiling affectionately. We had become great friends since I began working for him, and I was glad to be related through my sister to my kitchen mentor. I had learned a great deal from him and taught a thing or two as well.

“I know what you are thinking, Carla.”

“Meat.”

“It must be, for you are a genius in presenting beasts to the table.”

“This place feels like a cathedral of meat, grilled, barbeque, braised and roasted.”

“With an Italian twist - please, Carla.”

“Yes… a porchetta roasting over the open fire. A fire pit with beef ribs, pork tenderloins, and legs of lamb slowly cooking at one end, steaks searing at the other. I see Alberto’s beef dry aging in a vast cabinet with Giovanni’s wine barrels nearby.”

“It’s a dream come true, Carla, and you have space here to be imaginative.”

“I love it so much, and I love all of you for being there for me.”

“We will grow together, my dear.”

“Yes, we will, Luca.”


Chapter Eleven

Baby Steps

◆◆◆

My feet pounded the quayside concrete while a squall whipped spray off the choppy sea, driving it into my back. I was swept forward, each gust lifting me off the ground, lightening my burden. My heart rate was perfect at one hundred and thirty, ready to quicken on the home straight when my sprinting muscles exploded, chasing down Giovanni.

I listened to a Gordon Ramsay YouTube video about his slow-cooked beef short ribs. I admit it was a strange choice of motivation for a run, especially since it was a video I couldn’t see. As my chef hero spoke, I pictured the succulent perfection of quality, well-cooked meat peeling off a clean bone simmering in a red wine and beef stock reduction.

The aroma of caramelized beef, with mouth-watering flavors seeping from the bone and rich marbling, combined with a red wine and stock bath, tantalized my taste buds. Broken-down meat fibers melted in my mouth, while a rich gravy complimented the multi-layered beef flavors of what many call brisket on the bone.   

The recipe was a fabulous motivation because I thought only about my new restaurant and the great food that would be served there. Giovanni caught and righted me when I was knocked sideways by a mighty gust. I grinned at my boyfriend, who was probably listening to a running playlist as usual.

He noticed me looking, smiled, and removed his headphones.

“What is it, my love?”

“Thank you for catching me. I would have fallen.”

“Neither of us will fall while we have the other.”

“Do you ever look at me and feel thankful for having a girlfriend?”

“Yes, of course - all the time, Carla.”

“That’s all I am doing right now - giving thanks that you are my boyfriend.”

“You say such lovely things.”

“You do such amazing things, Giovanni.”

“Speaking of doing things, did you-?”

“I signed the lease/loan after Matteo couriered the document last night. Orlando had already signed. The shoemaker’s building is mine. I didn’t want to wake you because the courier was so late, and you slept soundly. I didn’t even know they worked at that hour.”

“Lawyers are renowned for keeping odd hours when closing a deal. You’ll need to sit down when Matteo sends you a bill.”

“I can take anything, Giovanni.”

“I know.”

We rounded the final corner of our four-mile route, entering a long, narrow alley that led to our Piazza - Bella’s Piazza. She had not named the small square after herself - others did that because her two eateries dominated. Piazza Bella was far enough off the beaten track to fascinate tourists while staying true enough for the locals to draw their business.

As far as I was concerned, our square in paradise would remain Piazza Bella.

I sprinted hard but was no match for Giovanni, who only did enough to edge forward a meter, making it look like we had a close finish - I loved him for not making it obvious. As we paced around in front of Trattoria Bella, panting, he grinned mischievously.

“What will you call the restaurant, Carla? I have an idea.”

“I hadn’t given in any thought, to be honest. I had always imagined names that might work in New York - Brisket, Carnivore, or Medium Rare.”

“Those are not Italian enough - I wouldn’t go with Sister Act either.”

“Stop it, Giovanni, or I’ll douse you with cold water when we shower.”

“You’ll do it anyway.”

We laughed together, leaning on each other for support to do hamstring stretches, still panting. At that close range, I was glad to have brushed my teeth and rinsed before running, and I was pleased that Giovanni had too. We stared into each other’s eyes, teasing, loving, and enjoying one another.

“I’m going to suck your cock in the shower.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to and didn’t do it yesterday.”

“I didn’t get to eat your pussy either.”

“I can wait.”

“Not sure I can, Carla. I dare you to call your restaurant cunnilingus. It would be the best place in Italy to eat out.”

I laughed and eyed him and saw the mischief flare in my Italian lover, so I patted his ass, ushering him toward the apartment staircase.

“I’m serious, Carla; you could make the doorway shaped like a pussy and paint it pink with bushy ivy growing around it.”

“Do you want that blowjob or not?”

“I’ll shut up now.”

“Good idea, Giovanni.”

We had created a routine of sorts. After a run, we helped set out the cafe, ran to my apartment, showered, and then joined the others for breakfast back at the cafe. Our morning nest grew every week, now adding Sarah with Sasha, who did our YouTube videos for free since we had become a sizeable draw to his channel.

I tried to look after Giovanni’s morning wood daily before breakfast. It was my sister’s shared wisdom that draining my boyfriend’s semen first thing after it built a head of steam through the night would set him up for a great day.

I also loved sucking Giovanni’s cock and swallowing every drop of his seed.

After bathing, the water ran tepid too quickly, so I kneeled on the bedroom carpet with wet hair, wrapped in a bath towel, while Giovanni was naked.

While staring at Giovanni, enjoying his fiery eyes and flickering, passionate expression, I licked the circumcized head of his precum-coated cock. My entire body tingled, and those exhausted sprint leg muscles twitched on a new adrenaline spike. His thighs tensed, and I squeezed, massaging each powerful muscle, enjoying the transfer of energy from my lover into my fingers and mouth.

I sucked his cock head, wrapping my lips around the pronounced rim of Giovanni’s trembling glans, drawing them back across tight, swollen tissues, cleaning off every morsel of salty treasure with my tongue. I swallowed and savored his essence, worshiping my man, my whole body quivering in sexual frustration. I would love Giovanni to fuck me and fill my pussy with seed, but I could wait, letting him clean up his post-coital mess as he loved to do at a leisurely pace.

I moved a hand into our sexual play, upping my game, thumbing the length of Giovanni’s bloated urethra while slowly driving my lips up and down his veiny shaft, cramming the engorged, sticky head into my throat.

As I bobbed my head up and down in Giovanni’s lap, he moaned like a breeze sneaking through the tight crack of a sash window, clearly enjoying his cock’s delectation on the tip of my tongue. My cock sucking technique was improving daily, quite simply because I had never enjoyed so much practice fellating a guy.

I loved that Giovanni was a man who was always ready and able to make love, never forceful or selfish.

I sucked his cock harder, wrapping my fist around the base of his solid, throbbing shaft, wanking my boyfriend using short, sharp jerks. My throat milked his shaft, gagging, and I drooled saliva from my bottom lip, where my lip seal around his cock eased when I coughed and choked.

Giovanni’s semen was my guilty pleasure, a favorite salty, musky snack that I sometimes left to marinate in my mouth for half an hour after he orgasmed before rinsing. As his sticky load launched in powerful ropes from a twitching cock, I was anointed anew, and my boyfriend coated my tonsils, mouth, and throat with his most essential sticky, black truffle-flavored essence.

I cleaned Giovanni’s cock so he wouldn’t need to, wanking out every last drop of seed until his cock jerked so vigorously that I knew his tank was empty. He kissed me right away, something I liked because if I could swallow his semen, thanking me for giving great head was the least he could do in return.

We dressed quickly, then ran to join the rest of our family breakfast gathering, chattering, hugging, and kissing those we loved before sitting down. I planted myself between Sarah and Bella while Giovanni sat with Luca and Angelo, each gossiping with their friends.

Mom looked happy; more than that, she looked proud and entirely contented, as though the universe could not do more to make her life wonderful. Sasha looked envious of my seat and would swap in a heartbeat, tipping me off if he could get away with doing that. He would get his turn with our popular friend, walking Sarah to her office, then home to Margarita’s boarding house again at the day’s end.

Sasha wouldn’t know Sarah’s hard-to-get game was for his benefit, creating a deep, meaningful biological connection through flirting, wooing, and courtship before she gave herself to him. Once that connection was made, they would be lovers forever; I was sure of it - just like Giovanni and I were now.

Bella offered me a cherry from her fruit salad because they all knew I loved ripe, local cherries.

“What will you call your restaurant, Carla?”

“Giovanni thinks I should name it Cunnilingus.”

I was teasing and laughed loudly when my boyfriend turned bright red and was wide-eyed. He could have hidden under the table and was elbowed playfully by those on both sides. Everyone laughed, but Bella had the perfect retort.

“All the girls will wish to work there, and all the boys will dine there. You will sell out, Carla.”

“I haven’t decided yet. I think something meaty would be nice. Carne tops my list at the moment.”      

“I like Carne, too.”

My topmost dilemma was what to serve vegetarians and vegans. If I declared my restaurant a celebration of meat, those who didn’t partake of it would not come, regardless of how good my nonmeat menu options were. Also, if I dumbed down my declaration of support for carnivores, they might consider me just another grill joint and move on elsewhere.

I must be bold and inclusive - how the fuck to do that these days in a city where all the world’s people congregate.

I could go with a meat theme and hope couples with a vegetarian partner or groups with vegan friends would see past the theatre to a menu catering for all. Or… at that moment, Bella nudged me, dragging me from my thoughts. She laughed, drawing heavily from her joint and exhaling slowly like she savored a fine, slow-cooked porchetta.

“Stop torturing yourself, Carla. The name, menu, and all things will come to you. Please join me later in our cellar - I have many fine things you are welcome to have. Mom has enough table linen for a thousand restaurants.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. We are in this together. Already, staff members are asking if they can rotate between our restaurants. They want to learn, and this new way of working between us, however you choose it to be, will be their dream come true.”

“We will choose it together, Bella. People will come from afar to work here, but we must always be true to our locals.”

“Just don’t hog the winemaker because his reserva is knocking everyone’s socks off.”

I hadn’t considered the wine list or discussed meat with Alberto, my butcher friend and critical ally for my new restaurant. I stood, kissed, hugged everyone goodbye, and raced to Macelleria ai Dogi to spread my news.

It was rush hour, and confused tourists with heavy rolling luggage jammed up every alley, canal path, bridge, loading dock, and piazza. I felt like a quarterback in an American Football game, dodging, leaping over luggage, then rolling off a hopelessly lost couple hunched over while reading a map.

I was exuberant, dancing like a gymnast across the floor, gathering my emotions like a positive force I could project out to all. It was the most incredible time of my life.

When I reached Alberto’s butcher’s shop, our table was outside already prepared. When he saw me, my friend ran out, hugging me joyously. News of my good fortune had reached every corner of Venice, a testament to Piazza Bella’s popularity.

Alberto’s son swiftly delivered coffee and biscotti, but I had eaten, so all I could enjoy was one espresso. My friend sat proudly, grinning like a fool from ear to ear with his hands interlocked behind his head.

“I knew this would happen, Carla. Jack Keady is looking down on you now, crying tears of joy.”

“He really is - I can feel Dad’s eyes warming me.”

“And Bella is jubilant also. She called here the day before yesterday and told me that if you came by, I was to encourage you to take the deal under pain of my death - then she told me I would be expected to give you and her a joint discount.”

“That sounds like Bella.”

He paused, sighed loudly, and stared at a perfect azure sky.

“Oh Carla - I am so pleased for you. If ever a chef deserved command of her place, it is you.”

“Thank you, Alberto.”

“I have some ideas - if I may.”

“Go ahead, please.”

Alberto talked about using dedicated farms with stock raised specifically for my menu. He suggested dry-aged steaks displayed on-site, with anything up to one hundred and twenty days on them. They would be available behind glass for diners to gaze at, select, and enjoy, cooked how they liked. It sounded like a dry-aged cavern rather than a cabinet, and I wondered if the business costs and kitchen logistics were viable.

“I will introduce you to my friend who owns Antica Macelleria Falorni. His charcuterie is the best.”

“I have never heard of the place.”

“He is a family butcher in Greve, Chianti, since 1806. The pork is wild, shot in the Tuscan hills around his town. At any time, five hundred legs hang from his ceiling. The shop is immense, and my friend is a fabulous artisan.”

“I bet it smells whiffy inside his shop with all that mold.”

“The mold will fire up your cash register and keep it ringing, Carla. Charcuterie platters are an easy sell with fantastic margin.”

“No cooking required, just loving presentation, and all that salt provokes more drinking - it’s a great plan, Alberto.”

It was almost June, and I must open by early November, taking advantage of the golden weeks around Christmas and the New Year celebrations. If I couldn’t make that date, there was little point opening until March. I had rent to pay, with three months’ grace until the first installment was due.

The math was easy - November was crucial.

“I must buy a van, get out and about, sourcing, find contractors, build my menu, recruit, buy materials, attend bankruptcy auctions - oh my.”

“I have a van perfect for this, and I know the whole country. May I help you, Carla - please? I promise not to interfere.”

I was surprised by Alberto’s sudden emotional demeanor. He looked desperate to help me. I saw an urgency in his eyes with rippling cheek muscles, and I thought he might cry.

“Of course, Alberto, but I can’t take advantage of your generosity.”

“I love you very much, Carla - like the daughter I never had, and I loved your father also. He would want me to help you, but I ask for this selfishly - I won’t lie. Your positivity makes me feel young, and I want so much to go on this immense journey.”

“I’ll pay all costs - fuel, accommodation, everything - is that a deal?”

“Perfect. When do we start?”

“I think we already did, dear friend.” 


Chapter Twelve

Cunnilingus, Beast or Carne?

◆◆◆

I left an exuberant Alberto and his butcher’s shop with a perfect slab of brisket in my shopping bag for tomorrow’s special dish at dinner. I felt elated because we had made plans for a whistle-stop tour of his favorite suppliers, friends, and artisan contacts. As I strolled away with a broad grin painted on my face, I heard my dear friend chattering on his phone, already making arrangements.

My mood could not have been more positive, calm, and ready for the challenges ahead. It felt good to move forward with my plans, but I knew it was time to sit down with Giovanni and discuss my new restaurant properly.

Although the old shoemaker’s building was mine by ownership, subject to the contract restrictions until that was paid off, Giovanni had masterminded me into the whole deal. I owed him plenty and valued his advice, confident he would give it without being dictatorial or expecting a favor in return.

On my way back to Piazza Bella, I messaged my beloved.

Can you please meet me at Carne, Giovanni?

Yes, of course. I’ll be there in half an hour. Have you decided on a name then?

I’m just trying to see how each short-listed name sounds.

Is cunnilingus off the menu?

Not for you, it isn’t.

Oh, that’s funny. See you soon, Carla- xoxo.”

I love you too, Giovanni.

I felt truly loved, not just in the basic dictionary description of the word but in every deed Giovanni undertook, seen or unseen. He worshiped me as I did him, always considering one another’s needs, doing those small things that made a difference to one’s morale - a perfect heart sprinkle top coffee when he needed one but hadn’t asked for it, a door opened for me out of respect even though my arms were unladen, laundry done, ironed and folded when either of us had time and the constant messages of support that boosted our happiness when we were apart.

It had to be love because if it wasn’t, I would need to understand why I felt constantly happy, tingling all over, and energetically aroused when Giovanni was around me. I yearned for a marriage proposal, a ring, but I hadn’t mentioned it and wouldn’t press the matter because my boyfriend was happy, which was enough - for now.

With fifteen minutes to spare before meeting Giovanni, I walked downstairs into Bella’s basement, hearing shouts of joy and a small celebration happening. In my sister’s secret room, I found her watching Luca darting here and there, lifting a dusty bottle or wooden case and squealing joyously like a six-year-old boy with a new bike.

Bella folded her arms and looked proud, with a tear in her eye. She smiled when I wrapped one arm around her neck, joining my sister, watching her husband, a boy, with his new train set.

“You did such a great thing for Luca, sister.”

“He does a thousand great things for me every day, Carla.”

“Yes, he does.”

“My husband said there are some great wines here for your new restaurant as well as ours.”

“I couldn’t take that… I mean, it’s not right.”

“Of course it is right, sweet sister, and my husband has decided to share these wines with you. You cannot refuse him.”

“It is your restaurant.”

“Not really, and Luca knows that too, but we never have to say it. My sweetheart would never take away my illusion of ownership, nor would he question my leadership - we are aligned like the moon with the tide, both leading from a comfortable place. But there is a quid pro quo to Luca sharing this wine with you.”

“What’s that?”

“Luca wishes occasionally to man a station in your new restaurant or be your sous chef. He says it will invigorate him to be in another fine chef’s kitchen, learning and bantering.”

“He is very welcome.”

“I knew you would say that. Tell me, Carla - is Cunnilingus really an outside chance for a name? I could scarcely believe it when Luca told me he was chatting with Giovanni.”

We stared at each other in disbelief, then laughed heartily, barely disturbing Luca, who handled his new wine list like a treasure—which it was. I smirked again, placed an arm on my sister’s shoulder, and shook my head.

“Fuck no way, Bella!”

“Thank God.”

“Can you imagine my slogan - searing your tongue with sweet nectar? 

“Service every night from five till eleven. Dine at the ‘Y’”

“All you can eat for one low price.”

“That’s so funny, Carla.”

We descended into a fit of giggles. Of course, Cunnilingus could never be my choice for a restaurant name, and I was sure Giovanni knew that, didn’t he? As I watched Luca, with his eyes alive and sparkling, wearing a boyish grin and an excited demeanor, I thanked my lucky stars for Mom and Dad and all they had done that brought me to this moment in my life.

I became serious for a moment and turned to my sister. This would be the first of many challenging conversations. 

“Bella.”

“Yes, sweetie?”

“What about my Mom and the guys - I am attached to them.”

“I would hope you love your Mom.”

“I love Angelo and Sebastien too. They are such nice guys.”

“Your guys, you mean? Or, should I say, your brothers?”

“We all belong to the same family.”

“Yes.”

Bella smiled at me, and I saw sadness, tears welling in her eyes. She looked deeply emotional, shrugged, and turned slightly so Luca could not see her crying.

“What’s the matter, Bella?”

“I cry when it is the end of something, even though what replaces the outgoing is better, more joyous. I will miss seeing you whenever I wish, the boys who desperately yearn to follow you, and the mother who became mine because she wanted to.”

“Beast is as far from Trattoria Bella as the cafe is. We can see one another from our front doors.”

“Are you calling your restaurant Beast?”

“Maybe. I am trying out names to see how they sound and feel inside my head.”

“We are definitely sisters.”

Bella half laughed, and half cried. Luca noticed and dropped what he was doing, deftly skipped over a few wooden crates, and swept his wife up in loving arms, kissing her cheeks. While the lovers embraced and a husband consoled his wife, I beat a silent retreat, but my sister gripped my wrist.

“Before you leave, Carla. Maria wishes to be your boucher. She says that if you don’t take her on this tour you have planned with Alberto, you might wake up to all your knife blades having been dulled.”

“How does she know about that already?”

“Alberto called her and got the girl all fired up. She practically has her knife roll packed and is waiting for your invitation to join Beast, or Carne, or whatever name you choose - just not Cunnilingus.”

“How do you feel about Maria joining me?”

It was another test, a moment when Bella could approve or deny something that would make a massive difference in my restaurant. It wasn’t a simple matter of Maria being the best kitchen brigade butcher in Venice - my meat carving friend knew me well, my preferred cuts, weights of meat, and cooking methods.

“Of course, she will come with you. I am delighted for both of you. What better place for the best boucher in the city than working at the best meat restaurant in the world?”

“That’s lofty, Bella.”

“I feel something good is coming to our Piazza, dear sister.”

“How will you replace Maria?”

“Alberto’s youngest boy turns fifteen in a couple of months and wants to join Trattoria Bella as an apprentice. Will you allow Maria to train him at your place and prepare our meat until he can work unsupervised?”

“Of course. I would love to do that for so many reasons.”

I sprinted upstairs, late for my meeting with Giovanni as per usual. When I caught up with him outside the shoemaker’s building, I saw a look of desire in his eyes so intense I could have orgasmed when he kissed me.

It was a kiss to be remembered throughout the ages. His warm, tender lips brushed against mine, tingling, rippling a message of unending love through me on waves of desire and passion straight from his soul. When Giovanni detached his lips, I licked mine as though I might capture his essence. I frowned when I couldn’t, the frustration of a girl who wanted more—so much more, but one thought echoed in my mind as I took his hand and headed into my new, bare restaurant.

I am loved.

Inside, I pirouetted as best as I learned as a small girl. I doubt Miss Perkins, my old ballet teacher, would have marked me higher than a three out of ten, but I pranced around my floorboards regardless of my clumsiness, dancing in the sun that spilled through my windows, admiring the massive floor space that was mine.

Giovanni ran alongside me, offering a hand to aid my spinning until I collapsed into his arms, dizzy, giggling, with both of us dropping to the floor in a heap, him breaking my fall, still rolling with laughter. We lay on the uneven wooden floorboards, side by side, staring up at the ceiling, to which I pointed.

“When the time comes, and I feel ready to leave Mama’s apartment, will you move in with me upstairs, please, Giovanni?”

“If needs be, I would live under a fishing umbrella with you, Carla.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

We held hands while lying in a warm sliver of sunlight, and I imagined what my restaurant would look and feel like. As though they were real, I watched my front-of-house staff calmly serving customers, wearing smart black trousers with brilliant white tunics, our restaurant logo emblazoned on the left breast, and their name embroidered above it in their favorite color.

My kitchen brigade bustled at one end of the room, in plain sight, creating a theatre of food and life, minus the usual cursing and swearing.

“Sizzle and Sear will be a grand restaurant, Giovanni.”

“That name is not Italian enough for this city, Carla. You will get away with Beast at a push. Carne is still number one, I think.”

“I agree - I felt the same when I listened to myself just now. Beast sounded better in my head.”

“How will you portion up the restaurant? You have a massive space and more rooms aside for offices, changing, and even a ladies’ and gents’ shower room where the cobblers and factory staff cleaned up before going home.”

“That was before every home had an indoor shower, Giovanni. I plan to make that area into a feed-the-hungry hub. Fifteen seats for homeless people just like in here, serving great food five times daily.”

“That will cost you and take away a significant margin.”

“I will beg for leftover vegetables from the market and make them soup. Bread costs nothing when you bake it first thing as the ovens warm. Homemade pasta is inexpensive, as is tomato sauce, and I am sure Alberto will have occasional meat to provide. Also, I will have discrete donation boxes around the restaurant for diners to help others if they choose.”

“Why would you go to so much trouble?”

“I have learned from my big sister that if a restaurant is to mean anything to the soul, it must feed those most in need before satisfying the appetites of those who have plenty.”

Giovanni mulled that over. I was sure he would understand the connection between food, people, money, and one’s need to offer generosity, which felt so important to me. It was a nexus where all things could meet and find mutual fulfillment. 

“It is a good idea, Carla. Maybe the homeless people will help clean their area and wash up after meals.”

“That’s a good idea, Giovanni. If they wish, I could pay a few to work here, such as pot washing, cleaning, and other tasks.”

“You are a genius, Carla, but be careful - running a restaurant puts you in a harsh and competitive world. Federico isn’t the only shark swimming in Venice’s old canals.”  

We talked for over an hour until evening service was due, and my presence at Trattoria Bella was required. I kissed my boyfriend goodbye, rubbing his cock playfully until it nestled solidly in my palm, pressing his jeans hard.

“What about Fellatio, Giovanni?”

“Is that another name for your restaurant?”

“No… it’s what I am doing for you after we shower. Then, after I drain your balls, I will fuck you all night.”

“Oh my… I am a lucky bull. Oh wow… how about that for the name of your restaurant - Lucky Bull?”

“Leave the naming of my restaurant to me, please, Giovanni - I beg you.”


Chapter Thirteen

Trouble With The Police

◆◆◆

Over the following days, metaphorical storm clouds gathered around me. The skies remained blue, temperatures rose as summer advanced, and life in our Piazza was perfect, but my restaurant demanded more time and became increasingly complex to grapple with.

Regulatory approvals became my most extensive time sink. Opening a restaurant in a tourist-heavy city was more difficult than if I had done it in New York. The municipality cared more for visitors than locals—understandable when the latter relied heavily on income generated by monetizing the former.

Every civil servant in Venice wanted to interview me and satisfy themselves that I met their standards for food quality, hospitality delivery, and cleanliness. I even attended day-long courses in first aid and firefighting. The matter of securing permissions was also burdened by my choices, which included selling alcohol, doing butchery on-site, and advertising some local traditional dishes.

Then there was insurance - building and contents, public liability, and employee health.

After two weeks of rushing around, I was frazzled and sat midmorning on a Monday outside our kitchen with my sister, who knew I was under pressure. I had never started feeling as tired as today, as if the week was over. This was a first, and I was drained, worrying about where my energy to fight all week would come from.

Bella regarded me carefully for a moment, then held my hand as we sat on the wall.

“You look tired, Carla.”

“How do you keep doing this for so many years?”

“I take two days off a week and relax in the evenings before service. The most I have ever seen you take to yourself is half a day.”

“I am exhausted.”

“Running a business is a different kind of pressure to managing the kitchen, Carla.”

“I’m realizing that.”

“But the rewards are much greater. From the kitchen, you see happy diners and colleagues; as a patroness, you see a happy restaurant that includes the cash register, and if you are successful, you are the source of leadership.”

“I want it so much.”

“And you will get it - I am sure.”

She held me close, rejuvenating me. I was glad Bella and Luca cut me some slack recently so I could begin paddling my own canoe. However, despite my general positivity, today signified a reluctant change, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

“We have interviews for your job lined up for today and tomorrow, Carla.”

“I know.”

“Please don’t feel sad when you see the applicants.”

“I can’t help it.”

“We will grow stronger together, my dear, sweet sister. Our family will thrive - your children and mine will be the closest cousins going to the same schools, running from your home to mine, playing and growing together.”

“I can’t wait.”

Bella grinned effusively, and tears were in her eyes. She stared at me as though waiting for a penny to drop, and suddenly, I gasped.

“Oh my god. Are you pregnant?”

“Two months already. I wasn’t sure last month and didn’t want to believe the tests. Then I feared losing our baby, so I said nothing, but more tests this weekend and one this morning confirmed it. I have a doctor’s appointment booked for later today.”

I leaped up, dragging Bella to her feet and hugging my sister tightly. This couldn’t have been better news for her, Luca, or me. It no longer mattered that today might mark my final two weeks working at Piazza Bella, handing over to my replacement. My sister was pregnant, and that wonderful news transcended everything.

“Does Luca know?”

“I told him last night.”

On cue, Luca strutted out of the back door, pleased and proud, looking like the rooster who did his job well. The enthusiasm and happiness for life written on his face was pure joy, and I felt tears welling in my eyes because they were both so happy.

My sister grinned at me.

“Boys feel so wonderful knowing their seed successfully impregnated you. It’s like their core role in life is fulfilled.”

“You both did well, sister.”

Luca hugged me, knowing right away that his wife shared their news. He felt soft, his face gentle and loving as he handled Bella with kid gloves for no reason other than she carried his baby and was a much-loved wife.

“You will be next, Carla. Our children will grow together.”

“Maybe in a few years.”

“I will talk with Giovanni.”

“You will do no such thing.”

I laughed and slapped him playfully while holding on to both of them, sharing their positivity and feeling energized by it. Our family was more important than any health or building inspector, architect, oven supplier, or insurance seller.

As for Giovanni, I was happy with where we were in our relationship, albeit I yearned for a proposal. Even if that great day came, pregnancy before I hit thirty was an unlikely prospect—we both had far too much to do.

Luca got serious and placed his hands on my shoulders, eyeballing me.

“We have candidates to replace you who are visiting Trattoria Bella today.”

“I know. Don’t worry; it’s part of our process.”

“I will pass on any chefs I think might be useful to you from today’s interviews, Carla. They come here believing they can run the kitchen, but most are not close to that. Maybe you will find a chef de partie or a good commis.”

“Will you miss me, Luca?”

“Of course. Your presence in my kitchen makes the whole brigade stronger. For the first time, I am not needed and can walk away with confidence. Now, I will be tied to my kitchen, as will you be to yours. We must both invest time bringing new sous chefs up to standard.”

“Yes.”

My thoughts drifted, dwelling on our conversation. Luca referred to the kitchen as his, which it was, even though my word was equally gospel there. I frequently led our brigade for days while he experimented with produce and designed the next season’s menu, but it was his kitchen, not mine, and that reality made it easier to detach myself.

I must step up and lead my kitchen. In fact, I must take on both Bella’s and Luca’s roles, even though I had little experience in the former. It occurred to me that I would need a head chef when I became the patroness because I couldn’t oversee every dish and my entire business from the pass. 

My sister and brother-in-law, left arm in arm, a newly pregnant happy couple, planning a crib purchase, nursery decoration, and everything that would come to dominate their lives around a new baby.

In silence and loneliness, I closed my eyes and saw Dad standing at the butcher’s block in our New York home. He looked proud, pointing at me, and then, to my astonishment, he spoke.

You can do this, Carla. You were meant to do this.

Do you think so, Dad?

Enjoy the journey and stop worrying about the destination 

I will, thank you… for everything. I miss you so much.

I love you, baby girl.

I opened my tearful eyes, knowing it was a dream, a mirage of my father coming to me when I most needed him, speaking wisdom as if he were alive. My Mom and Dad strengthened me all my life; she still today, from across the piazza, and my father from somewhere in the heavens I hoped existed so we could reunite someday.

My energy and mojo returned, surging through me, warming every muscle while my mood was invigorated. I felt cheerful, ready to attack all my problems, smiling at the mailman who handed me a stack of envelopes, including one for me.

I tore open my letter, read the first few lines, and felt ebullient.

Dear applicant,

We regret that your application to serve alcohol at the stated address is denied.

I had planned for this eventuality, hoping it wouldn’t come, but it did. Now, the moment had arrived; I was ready for war.

The document was signed and stamped like a death warrant—only this one intended to shatter my dreams. I stared into the azure skies with a single cloud scudding across them, an analogy for my life. I needed to sweep that cloud away before it rained on my parade.

Every department in our city municipality had embraced my idea and plan except one.

When I first met Enzo, the Police Chief, I knew something was awry because he focused heavily on concerns over public order, noise, and raucous behavior, perhaps the only things that could scupper me. He said that having three alcohol-serving venues in what he termed a ‘small, residential Piazza’ with narrow alleys leading in and out might cause issues.

I thought it was a silly objection at the time because ours was a city of celebration day and night, but now Enzo had denied my alcohol license; the matter was far from trivial.

The Police Chief could not prevent my restaurant from opening, but his sign-off on a license for me to sell liquor, beer, and wine was crucial to its commercial success. As anyone working in hospitality knows, the margin and sales of alcohol make or break an eatery.

“Bastard.”

I could have gone to Sarah, who was personal friends with the Mayor and his go-to department leader for arts and antiquities. Giovanni, Bella, and Luca would lobby for me, too, but I wanted—no, I needed to tackle this problem head-on and personally if only to prove to myself that I could overcome any challenge on my own. 

Our tall, handsome, and usually decent police chief hung out on a balcony overlooking a large piazza where the Police Headquarters was located. After a ten-minute walk in the heat, I arrived in a cool, almost church-like, peaceful marble foyer, demanding to see Enzo and shouting so nearby tourists reporting lost or stolen goods could hear me. 

The last thing Enzo needed was a public fuss from an angry business owner, so I waited on a wooden bench listening to background opera for less than ten minutes to be accommodated into his schedule. The young policeman manning reception hadn’t enjoyed my theatrical tirade, primarily intended for effect and to achieve my outcome rather than any real show of emotions.

I was ushered into Enzo’s office and saw, to my shock, that he looked extremely flustered. He pointed to a chair in front of his desk, indicating I should sit down, so I did, placing a small package on his desk and smiling sweetly.

“What is this?”

“A freshly baked croissant from our kitchen.”

“Why?”

“After you eat it, you can wipe any tears away with the tissue.”

“Why would I cry?”

“If not for the perfection of my baking, then maybe not today… but soon, perhaps after weeks or months of my campaign to have you unseated or because I will wreck your re-election next year. I will be relentless.”

“What’s the problem, Carla?”

“Oh, come on - you can’t be serious.”

He seemed exasperated and began sweating, obviously not wishing to make an enemy of everyone I knew or was related to. Enzo was more of a politician than the mayor, possibly because his re-election was due sooner. He had many rivals waiting for a chance to take him down. If we went to war, a formidable and vocal dissident army would rise to support me, but the battle would be bloody, unnecessary, and exhausting.

Enzo looked tired already, tossing a pencil onto his desk.

“You and Federico must bury the hatchet.”

“I knew it. You are in his pocket.”

“The man has powerful friends; although he isn’t a criminal, Federico can make things happen. All you needed to do was plead your case to him. I never expected you to come here.”

“No fucking chance.”

“Why not? Half an hour of peacemaking and all approvals would be unlocked for your restaurant.”

“You must be thinking of another girl. I won’t bow to a bully - fuck that!”

I was furious, not anticipating his suggestion, and I stared at Enzo in disbelief, thinking him a fool, coward, or lunatic - my plan looked a little shaky. Bella warned me that these sorts of games were often played out in municipalities, and even though she never directly mentioned Federico, it was apparent her caution was meant for me to consider an attack from him.

I eyed him cautiously, simmering like a hurricane brewing offshore while sharing his attention with a spectacular-looking croissant on his desk. The buttery, baked aroma was evident by his and my twitching nostrils. His hunger was also apparent from a knotted, begging cry from his stomach, so close to lunchtime, yet he was so far from happiness because an angry business owner was parked opposite his desk.

“Please make a call to the mayor through your friend Sarah then. That also ends this problem.”

“No chance, Enzo. You’ll sign my liquor license, or I will spend the rest of my life destroying yours. It’s time you grew a set of balls and helped out the little guy instead of facilitating a bully.”

“Can’t you take the easy route for both of us, Carla?”

“Are you that corrupt?”

“No… but I can’t win my campaign for re-election if I make an enemy of Federico.”

“Did he ask you to reject my alcohol license application?”

“Yes. If you appeal to him or circumvent me, I can do nothing more to help him and will be acknowledged as having tried to support a friend.”

“By cowering to evil?”

“It’s called politics and friendship - misguided in this case, I know, but it is what it is.”

“So you will help a bully before one who never harmed anyone?”

“To many people in Venice, Federico is a childhood friend, and back then, he wasn’t a… a… well, a…”

“Bully?”

“No, he was not. Quite the opposite.”

“Maybe he lost his way.”

“Perhaps.”

“Surprising, when you consider that his beloved Michelin began by making maps.”

“Touche, Carla.”

Enzo lifted his treat and held it aloft, smiling with a pleasant appreciation. He scrutinized my baked treasure as though it were art, noting the layers of golden, crisp, buttery pastry that peeled off the main body of the sculpture. Before popping a tip into his mouth, the beleaguered police chief smiled at me and waved to the door.

“I can’t help you, Carla.”

“Oh, but you can.”

“How?”

I pulled out my phone and showed Enzo the screen with a timer, counting the minutes of our conversation I had recorded. His eyes popped out of his head, and fear shimmered like a rising storm in his expression as he chewed the croissant, caught somewhere between pleasure and pain.

“I prepared for this day, Enzo. I recorded our previous meetings, too, and, as you know, I have friends who can help me. I’m not for scurrying through back channels to get what I want - I’ll post all of this on YouTube, declare you corrupt, and file a complaint with the Federal Police, making your life a living hell.”

“It will damage you also, Carla. Nobody likes a public brawl - it taints everyone it touches.”

“It will surely destroy Federico - especially when Michelin discovers what he did in collusion with you. His precious star will be extinguished because they can’t abide a scandal.”

“Yes, it will.”

"Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win. Sun Tzu said that. I bided my time and built my army while Federico sniped at me, thinking I was weak.”

“You are not weak, Carla.”

“No, I am not, and I am prepared for this moment, so you’d better make a call to Federico right now before I upload our conversations to YouTube.”

“Call him now? While you are here?”

“I won’t leave your office without my approved liquor license.”

He lifted the phone, dialed an internal number, and asked a receptionist to come. She duly arrived with a smart document, officially stamped, and set it in front of me with a smile and wink while Enzo called his childhood friend on speakerphone.

I was surprised to see my liquor license was already signed and dated a day prior.

“My money was always on you to win this battle, Carla - I only hope you can win the war.”

When I stared at Enzo in shock, he smiled weakly and sipped his coffee, washing down my croissant. He stared at the tissue, wondering if a few remaining golden flakes were worth his licking a fingertip and gathering. They were, so he did before pointing at the phone and placing a finger on his lips, indicating I should be quiet.

The phone rang loudly on speaker and was answered by my nemesis just before it went to voicemail.

“Hi, Federico.”

“Hello, Enzo. How goes life?”

“Very well, thank you… Anna sends her best wishes. The kids are coming over on Sunday, so I will play again with my grandchildren.”

“What can I do for you, old friend?”

“I am retiring, Federico. Next year, I will stand down from this burdensome position.”

“Why the fuck would you do that?”

Even through the phone, I felt the overwhelming hostility of a man who saw others as his empire, and now that was crumbling, he was angry. 

“I feel ashamed of myself, Federico.”

“Does this have anything to do with the American woman?”

“Her name is Carla, and she is a very nice woman.”

“She’s in my way, Enzo. I need her gone.”

“There was a time when you and I fought the bullies, protecting our friends. These days, I am the bully, unjustly taking a young woman’s opportunity away. I will not look with dignity at my family until I rinse this grime off my body.”

“You’re weak, Enzo - she has fucking beguiled you like everyone else.”

“Maybe, or perhaps I am tired of old friends unfairly prevailing on me for the power of my office. When was the last time you visited me, old friend?”

“We are both busy doing what we can for the sake of Venice.”

“I am tired of that same old platitude, Federico. Venice has done just fine by herself for centuries; she doesn’t need greedy bullies like us.”

“Fucking hell… what came over you, Enzo? Does Carla have some spell I am unaware of?”

“She makes a better croissant than you ever did, dear friend - possibly the best I ever tasted. Why not come over on Sunday, bring your family. I will invite Orlando - it can be like old times.”

“No thanks. I have business to attend to.”


Chapter Fourteen

Legacies

◆◆◆

I felt like I shouldn’t be in the room; such were the overwhelming emotions surging through me. I wanted to cry, feeling joyous, because I had overcome a major stumbling block to my restaurant becoming real and done it without anyone’s help. But sadness dripped down the window pane of my heart like cold rain because I had witnessed the end of a lifelong friendship, which was never a good thing, in my opinion.

When Enzo disconnected his call, I noticed his fingers, bottom lip, and cheeks trembling. He looked relieved yet despondent. It was a monumentally dramatic moment in both our lives as I glanced at my liquor license and then at Enzo, who had lost a great friend. The moment was especially poignant amid his office’s deathly graveyard silence.

I wasn’t sure whether to leave or stay to help pick up the pieces. Empathy oozed from me, a result of my usual passion, caring disposition, and the intense hormones that flowed when I ovulated. 

Enzo glanced around the office, taking everything in, then stared at me.

“Good luck, Carla.”

“Thank you, Enzo.”

“Are we done here?”

“Are you okay?”

“I lost a friend and regained my pride. I feel happy and sad.”

“Why did you help me?”

“I was always going to grant your license.”

“I see it was signed yesterday, the same day you mailed the rejection letter.”

“I hoped you would take the line of least resistance, using your leverage and giving me no option but to sign the license after you kicked up a fuss. I had no idea you would record our conversations and expose me.”

“I don’t like being mistreated. You and Federico bullied me.”

“Yes, we did.”

“Without reason, too.”

“My concerns about Piazza Bella are well-founded but easily managed, so yes, again, you are correct.”

“I thought so. But had I made a fuss, you might have had trouble - isn’t this an easier way? I will delete all conversations now.”

“I don’t really care, Carla. I was never running for this office next year anyway, but I never thought I would leave it early, either.”

“When are you leaving?”

Enzo opened and reached into a drawer, retrieving a sheet of headed paper. He took a Mont Blanc pen from his breast pocket, held the document up, read it carefully, smiled ironically when he set it down and signed it. When he glanced up at me, he smiled.

“Today is my last day in service to this great city. You, Carla, are my last customer.”

“But why?”

“The road to corruption is easy to travel, my dear. One day, you bend the rules to stop a bad person from harming innocent people; the next, you take hospitality for favors, and then… well, I should probably say no more.”

He pointed at my phone, and I understood instantly that, as far as he was concerned, I was no longer to be trusted. The fact he might tell others what I did suddenly occurred. If he did spread the news, others would treat me with kid gloves just in case I was recording. Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing since breaking the law and doing shabby, backstabbing deals wasn’t for me.

“You have a good reputation for helping people, Enzo. What happened here shall remain a matter between us.”

“I got things done until I didn’t anymore.”

“I won’t judge you.”

“We all get older, Carla, and at my age, legacy is important. I hope to have done more good than bad, but now, my health is declining, and I don’t want to fight my conscience every day, second-guessing my motivations for decisions made. It’s time to set an example for my grandchildren.”

“That’s a very noble pursuit, Enzo.”

“Do you think it is too late for me to be saved?”

“It’s never too late to fight evil and do good, Enzo, but I am not your confessor or judge. The matter is between you and your god.”

I felt sorry for Enzo. He was corrupt, to what extent I couldn’t know, but it felt like those crimes were between him and a much higher power than me. I wanted to feed people, wealthy, middle-income, and homeless - run a successful business and love my friends and family. I had no time to judge or dwell on humanity’s common disease - greed.

Enzo’s eyes bulged with tears welling, desperate to be released to run down his reddened cheeks. Like those tears, I wanted to run but couldn’t leave him, feeling his pain. I wanted to be a good human, the sort my Mom and Dad would be proud of, so I stayed put, waiting until he composed himself.

“I will walk you home to your wife, Enzo.”

“There is no need.”

“I want to - if only for my peace of mind.”

“Why would you care?”

“We all have a duty to care for each other.”

I stood and offered Enzo a hand, which he took gladly. I opened the office door and let go of his hand to maintain his dignity and avoid gossip. The foyer was silent and cool; the only sound was a metallic dink, dink, of a fan blade striking its guard. The reception officer’s chin and cheek were propped up by a hand, and his straightened forearm with its elbow pressed hard on his wooden desk. He was almost asleep, hardly a fitting exit for a man who survived ten years in office, but that wasn’t my fault.

Enzo followed me to the front entrance, turned once to look back, and then strolled into the warm sun of another beautiful Venetian day. As we walked past tourists, they glanced at the police chief, noticing his prominent, sloping sides cap, shiny burnished gold badge, and dome-shaped aluminum buttons adorning a smart uniform, properly starched and worn proudly.

To those around us, Enzo was part of the Venetian tourist theatre and a civic man of significant importance, but also, as only I knew in the crowd we meandered through, he was a grubby, corrupt politician. He glanced at me and smiled, looking more content than when I had entered his office.

“Are you going to Piazza Bella after dropping me off, Carla?”

“You realize Piazza Bella is a given name for the square, right?”

“Of course - but who am I to deny the will of the people? Everyone flocks to the sisters, and Luca. I am sure your new restaurant will be an equal success to theirs.”

“I owe much to my Dad, Jack Keady.” 

“I knew your father well.”

“I figured you might.”

“He was a good man… a very good man. Federico knew that, which is why they became friends.”

“Whoa! What now?”

I paused, wrong-footed, and gaped at Enzo in disbelief. He smiled affably, enjoying my surprise. A top chef and local restauranteur knowing one another should have occurred to me. How could my father not know my nemesis?

“Did you not know about them, Carla?”

“Are you sure they were friends, Enzo?”

“Oh, their friendship didn’t last long. Your father was offered shares in the new restaurant, so he helped set up Federico’s kitchen, designed the fabulous, innovative menus, sourced unique ingredients, and trained staff, along with Matilde. Once the place opened, that asshole bully cut them both off.”

“Fucking hell. Nobody mentioned that.”

“Jack Keady founded Federico’s empire and got nothing for his troubles.”

“What happened to his shares?”

“Nobody knew about the share agreement between Jack and Federico aside from Matilde. She kept the promissory letter that was supposed to be converted to shares. When Federico betrayed Jack, he left shortly afterward, which buried the matter. He was supposed to be the Head Chef of that new restaurant, and once installed, he told me he would propose to Matilde.”

“Oh my god.”

My knees gave way, and I stumbled forward, leaning on Enzo’s arm to prevent a severe fall. I hadn’t considered that my father and Federico might have been friends, nor, in my wildest dreams, had I thought the two might have been in business, formally or otherwise.

I choked back overwhelming emotions, cleared my throat, and held my nerve, determined not to fall apart, regardless of how hard that was. Enzo’s revelation may not be the whole truth; I wouldn’t know, but if it were, I had to share it with Bella because the facts mattered to her greatly.

But could I share this awful truth if that’s what it was? If Federico had denied Bella a chance to know her father because of his insane greed, could she ever let that go?

“I’m sorry, Carla.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“I have unburdened myself while adding to your sadness. It was selfish of me.”

“It’s good to understand what happened, Enzo.”

“Thank you.”

When we reached his building, I pressed the buzzer to his apartment and waited. A woman shouted down from a top-floor terrace balcony to see who it was. She must have seen her husband’s familiar cap top because the woman shouted his name joyfully, then raced downstairs to greet him rather than buzz entry.

Enzo’s wife wasn’t what I expected. She was slender, kindly, and highly concerned for her husband. She fussed and fretted over him, clearly knowing something was wrong.

“Why are you home at this hour, Enzo?”

“I have resigned.”

“My god - at last.”

She clapped her hands a few times, grinning broadly while crying. From her behavior, I gathered that Mrs. Enzo loved her husband dearly and felt his resignation was long overdue.

As she led him into the mosaic-floored lobby, she smiled at me, a sign of thanks that I brought her husband home, but his shoulders slumped in defeat, and that was the last I saw of a broken man.

As I turned away, I had no further time to consider Enzo’s plight with work to do and an immense matter weighing on me. Knowing that Dad might have married Matilde didn’t affect me as much as it should have. I felt sick and worried and wanted to cry, but I didn’t need to be sedated nor kept away from the knife drawer as Bella might.

Then there was my Mom. This news might devastate her, knowing that but for a share certificate and a business deal done deceitfully by Federico, she might never have met Jack Keady, and I would never have been born.

Was that an accurate assessment? I only had the word of a dodgy police chief to go on. Alberto would know the truth, but asking him was another can of worms, the opening of which might harm our friendship.

I was in a trance when strolling into Piazza Bella, pleased that Giovanni jogged across its width from my new building to greet and hug me. He saw my gaunt, pale face and looked concerned.

“What’s wrong, Carla?”

“Everything.”

“Come with me. Let’s go inside your restaurant and talk.”

“Okay.”

I spent an hour decanting my story, the fact that I had taken on the police chief, and his subsequent revelations. I needed a discrete-sounding block, a person I trusted to whom I could vent confidentially and then seek advice from.

I cried sporadically, concerned for my sister, Mom, and my Dad’s reputation. While we sat on the wooden floor of a bare dream, Giovanni rocked me in his arms, providing the comfort I needed at a most emotional time.

“What the fuck should I do, Giovanni?”

“Don’t tell anyone until you know the facts, my dear. There is no need to cause a stir unless you know the entire truth. I suggest speaking to Alberto before anything.”

“What if he knows everything but said nothing?”

“Then he would have been a good friend to your father, not gossiping about him, and now, he would be a good friend to you by revealing what he knows when asked. Carla, it is not for Alberto to insert himself into your family’s lives and business.”

“That’s true.”

“He never lied to you - you must be clear on that point, or Federico will cause more harm than he already did.”

“Yes, I agree. When should I see Alberto?”

“Right away.”

“Will you come with me, please, Giovanni?”

“Of course, but should I stand apart while you meet privately?”

“No… I don’t want to have any secrets between us.”

“In which case, I will come with you and promise never to reveal a word.”

“I know you won’t.”


Chapter Fifteen

Castle Door

◆◆◆

I locked up my building and sat on a nearby wall, watching the world go by. Giovanni ran to my apartment to collect his laptop, preparing for a meeting with clients close to Alberto’s place. I watched a few tourists leaving our cafe, running across the piazza while dragging rolling luggage. They laughed, rushing far too much, with wildly flailing arms holding take-out coffee cups, their carry-on suitcases bouncing from side to side.

They were late for something and stumbling, almost sprinting, until the guy tipped over his suitcase and let go, right in his girl’s path. She tripped over and fell to the ground, hands outstretched, spilling her coffee. I winced, looked away, and then, in the time-honored tradition of all people watchers, I glanced back, hoping she would be okay.

The man was beside himself, worried about his girl, and dropped everything, scattering his wallet and laptop bag and spilling his take-out coffee from our cafe. As he picked his lady up and dusted her off, nothing on the floor mattered more to him than her safety.

People had paused their journey through the piazza. They watched the tourist mishap unfold, waiting to dive in and help, moving on when danger had passed.

I remembered my father’s advice.

More haste, less speed.

Like the couple, I rushed from one crisis to another, making decisions far more quickly than I should, possibly worsening my problems. It was more important to be accurate about why Jack Keady left Venice than to share the scant information I had with Bella. I already knew that, but as I paused for thought in the warm sun and relatively peaceful piazza, I felt that rushing off to see Alberto might put me in the same position as the couple.

Alberto was my friend. He was also Jack Keady’s friend, a man he revered and would not enjoy criticizing. If skeletons were in my family cupboard, asking my friend to drag them out for me to examine might be more than a tad unfair. 

Giovanni exited my apartment building, waved at me, saw the struggling couple, and paused, helping the man collect his belongings before hurrying to me.

“I should have helped them, Giovanni.”

“You were on the opposite side of the piazza. They are okay.”

“I was busy watching, analyzing their mistake, and overlaying on my errors.”

“They were rushing - it happens all of the time.”

“They made a mistake long before tripping over a suitcase. That’s just the symptom of a poor decision made long ago. Either they woke late, breakfasted too long, or didn’t know their route and got lost.”

“Why do I think we are no longer talking about luggage, Carla?”

“I’ve been rushing too, lover.”

Giovanni smiled and sat on the low wall beside me, placing a hand on my thigh and squeezing. We enjoyed a moment watching the guy hold his girl close, staring into her eyes while she smiled back, showing him grazes on her palms where she had tried to break her fall.

He kissed her palms, not caring how much later it would make them because his love and care were more important to her than a missed flight. Giovanni wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer.

“You’re not seeing Alberto today, are you?”

“I have another plan.”

“Do you need me to come with you?”

“No. With two of us there, we might trip over each other.”

“Okay, my love - good luck. I will be available on my phone.”

“Thank you for understanding me, Giovanni.”

“Oh, I would never be so arrogant as to believe I understand you, my love - but I want to spend all my life trying to.”

I stood, pulled Giovanni up, and held him close. I kissed my boyfriend at the precise moment the girl kissed hers, both men clenching their girlfriend’s ass cheeks respectfully enough to avoid undue attention from onlookers. I left right after that loving moment, brimming with confidence, passing the couple, who, like me, proceeded more cautiously.

I stared at the restaurant’s frontage, soaking up its beauty. A waiter came to me, smiling, pointing at a chair in the sun at a table for two. I sat alone, browsed the lunch menu for five minutes, and ordered lamb rump, beetroot, and pistachio pesto with a mixed leaf salad and an aged balsamic dressing drizzled over the top.

I ordered sparkling water with ice and a slice of lemon peel floating mid-glass, suspended in perfect effervescence. The table setting, linen, dishes, glasses, and cutlery were all made of the finest cotton, porcelain, crystal, and silver—I was deeply impressed.

The food arrived, and then everything became clear about what was wrong. A bland pesto was an adequate accompaniment to the lamb that hadn’t been allowed to grow in a field long enough before it was slaughtered.

A shadow cast over me and my place setting, so I looked up and smiled at the man.

“Is madam enjoying her meal?”

“Not unless it’s a special of the day priced under ten euros.’

“I think you know the price.”

“What’s your price, Federico?”

“You can’t afford to buy me out if that’s what this little charade is about.”

“No, and judging by the poor state of your food, I wouldn’t want to buy this restaurant even if I had the money, which I don’t, but you knew all that already.”

Federico uneasily shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and his eyes bulged slightly. Nobody had noticed our polite stand-off, and he wanted to keep it that way - diners don’t like a fuss. I didn’t care either way, but I would not cause any peaceful disturbance to his restaurant’s operation.

“Nobody ever complains about the food here, Carla.”

“You are down on your numbers. A dozen diners at lunch in early summer is a poor showing - even at your exorbitant prices, that’s not keeping the lights on. Empty seats are a more damning revue than a bitter diatribe left on TripAdvisor.”

“Are you an expert in Michelin matters these days, Carla?”

“You don’t need to be an expert to know when a restaurant is failing. This place is a monument to your once greatness. You’ve noticed the vibe around Trattoria Bella and the cafe, seen the full tables, heard the joy of diners, and the growing reputation of our food - it’s terrified you.”

“I have a plan.”

“It’s the plan of a tired man who can’t cook.”

“I have a Michelin Star.”

“Nobody wants to cook for you. You’re a bully, Federico, and people don’t respect or like a bully. Those are reasons why your staffing here is a revolving door, spinning so fast everyone who enters feels sick before they are thrown out of the other side.”

“Get out, Carla - you are barred. Lunch is on the house, but I don’t expect to see you here again.”

He snarled at me in a way the lion eyes a jackal circling fresh prey. I grinned, knowing I had the upper hand. To further infuriate Federico, I pointed at the chair opposite.

“Join me, please, Federico.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Is this war working well for you? It’s not to my liking.”

“Why are you here, Carla?”

“I want information.”

“About your father?”

“Yes.”

Federico’s demeanor changed. He pursed his lips, looking more stubborn than nasty or angry. I smiled sweetly while he sat down, summoned a waiter, ordered a drink, and pointed at mine to ask if I wanted a refill.

“I already need the toilet, but thank you anyway.”

“I am similarly afflicted. Wait until you have a baby or pass fifty years old. Never walk past a toilet without using it.”

“I can’t wait to have a family.”

“You have chosen an excellent mate.”

He eyed me, and I saw Orlando’s kind, soft twinkle in his eyes. Federico’s luster was dulled, tired, and needed a day at the beach, walking barefoot in the sand, holding his grandkid’s hands. I was staring into the abyss, seeing a version of my future in a man who knew in his heart that he had wasted time and life.

Federico wagged a finger at me.

“You are like Jack Keady, as is your infuriating sister Bella. I notice both your mothers are like peas in a pod, so it’s hardly surprising you are very annoying women.”

“Do you despise strong women?”

“Not at all.”

Federico looked offended that I would even think such a thing of him. Then, as he mulled it, I saw he knew why I might believe him to be a hater of women. I sipped my drink, still smiling, because I had the upper hand - I now knew my restaurant would never become my life, only part of it, like Bella, who never put her business above family, friends, or the people working for her.

“Enzo told me how you trapped him. Getting the truth from him wasn’t easy; I had to go through his wife, who told me you had a damning voice recording that would end his career and damage his reputation.”

“I did that, yes. He admitted to bending to your will. It was a clear act of corruption in public office.”

“You could send the recording to Michelin, the media, and release it on YouTube. I would be ruined.”

“So would I.”

“How so?”

“I would sully the name of the man who put this restaurant on the map.”

“Jack Keady.”

“Do you acknowledge my father’s contribution to your success?”

“Of course. I am not a fool. Jack was the best chef hereabouts, well… the best until you rode into town.”

“I’m pleased to be like my father; Michelin does not seduce me.”

“It never seduced him either. I had ambition; your father lacked it. We would never have survived this long without something setting us apart from others.”

“God forbid you rely on the quality of your food to do that.”

“I am a successful man, more than your father - regardless of your ad hominem attacks.”

“My father was a happy man for all the days of his life, right up until the end. Can you say as much?”

I struck him hard, and Federico had something to consider. He looked like a man awash with emotions, unsure how to unpack and deal with them. I lifted my purse, took a few notes, and set them down on the table, enough to cover the payment for my lunch with a decent tip. I placed a glass over the top to avoid a slight breeze that might take them.

“War is not good for anyone, Federico. My father taught me that. I destroyed Enzo and my voice recordings, so you have nothing to fear.”

“What is next in our competition?”

“I am opening a restaurant, and you are invited to attend on its first night. Other than that, I wish you luck and say it’s your move next.”

“And what about your father? You want to know why Jack Keady left?”

“Not under duress or while this one-sided war continues. I want you to come to Bella and me of your own volition and tell us what you know. Either we deserve your version of the truth, or we don’t. That’s also up to you.”

“This is fucking ridiculous, Carla.”

“Why?”

“Because you can drop the axe on my neck right now with one phone call. You fought through everything to win - why give up now? You have my brother’s building and command his support more than I do. The best suppliers in Italy hear your name in whispers because Alberto tells them stories about the sisters. Giovanni’s wines are a triumph. You are at my castle door with a massive army. Why stop now? ”

“To save myself, Federico. Because I won’t ever become you.”

He looked exasperated, leaning forward to speak, hiding any potential scene. I smiled again, enjoying my victory without a drop of blood having been shed. I had won a battle, not a war, and set out my stall, not simply in the rules of engagement between us, but also in how I would run my life, restaurant, and family.

“I won’t stop attacking, Carla. I am considered number one here and wish to retain that position.”

“It’s up to you. I must leave now. I hope you come to your senses and save your soul before it is too late. I will leave you with this. Jack Keady’s contribution deserves some recognition in this place. A plaque inside, paying tribute to the man who gave you so much, would be fitting.”

“Oh my, Carla. You are a formidable woman. You come here, criticize my food, offer me a life lesson, ask for private information, and tell me I should pay respect to a man who designed a menu. We’re done.”

“We sure are, Federico.”

I stood up, smiled, and offered my outstretched hand. He pfft me a nasty lip trill, offered a sulky stare, and folded his arms, so I laughed, probably a little more than I should have, then turned and walked away.

“Good luck, Federico.”

“This is not the end.”

“I know, but I have no time left to waste. Interviews are being conducted for my replacement, and I promised my sister and brother-in-law that I would help.”


Chapter Sixteen

Replacements?

◆◆◆

Every day, I felt like I turned a new corner, confronted a fresh challenge, and tackled it with a clear, energized mind. As I strolled away from Federico’s bastion of mediocrity, I felt sorry for him. His failure to move with the times, adapt, feed from younger energies, and reinvent himself led to Federico’s restaurant being immersed in a glorious past.

But as with all masterpieces, no matter how well you protect them, eventually, the veneer human beings create so enthusiastically peels and fades. 

There were lessons for me to learn everywhere - innovate or die, grow daily, and become stronger through a network of friends and like-minded suppliers.

Since deciding to open my restaurant, I had gained a new perspective and was abruptly shifted from being a passenger at Trattoria Bella to driving my life’s bus.

I reached the cafe for interviews and met Bella, Luca, and the first candidate as my replacement; all doubts about moving on and any negativity I’d felt about someone taking my job vanished. After the first interviewee left, we sat quietly at a corner table in the cafe, contemplating the young chef’s pitch for my old job.

Along with creamy coffee, deep red or golden yellow glasses of wine, and assorted pastis, Mom and Sam bussed out plates of food from the small kitchen manned by my men. The well-dressed dishes looked like the most delicious mid-afternoon between meal or dinner/lunch replacements.

Bella pointed at one plate of food, smiling broadly.

“Freshly cooked always beats the reheating cicchetti houses and other cafes.”

“You have a winning recipe here, Bella. An all-year cash cow.”

“Only because of you, Sam, and Mom.”

“We’re a great team.”

“We both have competition from this cafe, Carla. A crisp outer crunchy crust on a thick slice of stuffed porchetta served in a lightly toasted soft bread roll is a hard act to beat. Maybe you taught Sebastien and Angelo a little too well.”

“This is a giant money maker, Bella.”

“Oh, tell me about it. We make more profit from the wine sold here than the Trattoria.”

“It’s Giovanni’s least expensive vintage.”

“Proving that people want value for money.”

“Has that led you to any conclusions?”

“We must ensure our three restaurants overlap but don’t compete, Carla. Other than that, I leave the creative design of our menus to you and Luca. It’s a system that works well for all of us.”

“Why don’t we serve pizza?”

Luca screwed up his face in disdain, upset I would even suggest it. The cheap lunchtime snack was a winner all over the city, but my friend and mentor hated it because the authenticity of a crisp crust with piquant sauce and fine ingredients melted or grilled on top was a lost art in his ever-voiced opinion.

I had to agree. Thick, stomach-filling square wedges of bread coated in cheap, mass-produced tomato sauce with insipid cheese from overseas were reheated and served on cardboard platters all over Venice, as in other tourist cities. The famous, authentic wood-fired pizzeria joints that once flourished here were driven out of business, succumbing to the substandard product touted by street vendors and cheap cafes.

Luca shook his head at me and grimaced while I laughed.

“What is it, Luca?”

“Tourists deserve better than the shit pizza served everywhere these days.”

“I agree. Let’s make an authentic pizza. Wood-fired stove, charred crust, bubbling chees when it hits the table.”

“Where?”

“In my new restaurant between midday and 2 p.m.”

“The timing is most important, Carla. Pizza is supposed to be a lunchtime snack, not door-to-door delivery at nighttime or served to drunks who dump it on a wall or bench. I hate the way this simple, beautiful meal has been debauched.”

“No pizza boxes. I hate how they get soggy inside.”

“And any seafood toppings must come from the market on the same day. No frozen shit from a supplier thousands of miles away.”

“All locally sourced ingredients with a list and evidence provided to the diners.”

Luca looked happier but still doubtful. He had worked hard for many years to build a reputation at Trattoria Bella for culinary authenticity and relevance. At times, it had been challenging for him and my sister to compete with others on price, offering their high quality against cheap, highly processed ingredients and part-made recipes— it was almost the death of good food until diners realized what real value for money looked like.

I was as keen to preserve good taste as Luca was, but pizza, much overlooked on our menus, could be done exceptionally well, inexpensively made, and served with wine and other drinks, making it profitable.

“If I serve pizza at lunchtime, we can have a transfer pricing agreement with the cafe. Their food can be served in my place, and mine can join the menu at this cafe in case a couple or group don’t all want the same meal.”

“You mean that if a couple orders a lasagna and pizza in your restaurant, the pasta meal comes from Bella’s cafe?”

“Yes.”

“I think it’s a good idea.”

“I can install a wood-fired pizza oven.”

“Maybe we can go further. Shall we discuss it later?”

“Of course.”

The shortlist of sous chefs was very impressive: three Italians and a British guy whose family fled their Lombardy-based farm when Mussolini persecuted the Jews. According to laws in those days, Noah’s Italian father and Jewish mother’s marriage was voided - so they ran.

Noah’s cooking expertise intrigued me since New York, my home city, had a sizeable Jewish influence.

“Where did you learn to cook?”

“Mum and Dad own a bagel shop in Brick Lane, East London, but Nonna also taught me.”

“I’ve heard of Brick Lane.”

“It used to be all Bangladeshi curry houses and Jewish bakers. Now you can buy every dish worldwide from dozens of restaurants, indoor and outdoor food markets, and food vans in car parks.”

“It sounds exciting. Why did you leave London?”

“The weather. We British are obsessed by it - possibly why we sailed the world creating an empire.”

“We British? Both your grandparents are Italian.”

“As are my parents, although they were born in the UK. I consider myself British and Italian - perhaps culturally confused.”

“Is that why you came here?”

“Yes… I have family in Lombardy; some are still alive, but most are buried there. I want to reconnect, learn about where I came from, and combine that with the greatness of my home country.”

“And what are your strongest cooking influences?”

“I learned to bake in a bagel shop. Aside from that, northern Italy interests me mostly. My Nonna and Mum taught me. I love first courses, risotto to soups and stuffed pasta - in broth or not, and a wide choice of second-course meat or fish dishes. I am told there are many lakes and rivers of Lombardy where I aim to fish.”

Luca held up a hand, intrigued by Noah, who I also liked for my restaurant.

“What unites the cuisine of the various Lombardy provinces, Noah?”

“A prevalence of rice and stuffed pasta over dry pasta, both butter and olive oil for cooking, dishes are generally slow cooked, and there is widespread use of pork, milk and dairy products, with egg-based preparations. Polenta is common to the whole of Northern Italy, especially Lombard.”

“You know your Italian food well for a London chef. Can you cook Jewish style as well?”

“Carciofi alla giudia, or Jewi-.”

“Jewish fried artichokes. I love them.”

“I also enjoy fried squash blossoms stuffed with mozzarella and anchovies or fried baccalà - salt cod, which has Spanish origins.”

“And you are an expert in cooking these dishes?”

“Yes. Give me the ingredients and a couple of hours in your kitchen, and I am sure I can entice you to give me a try-out.”

“I like the idea of your food - resurrecting Lombard and its cultural fusions in Venice might work. The region is not so far away, and often, vineyards lay on coach tours to visit them.” 

“I thought Trattoria Bella was a wholly authentic Venetian-style restaurant?”

“My sister, Carla, has her eye on you, my friend - I can tell you have piqued her interest. I want to hire a sous chef, and you are not that. You are almost a Head Chef, ready to experiment with something different - a fusion perhaps.”

“I would love to try something new from an old recipe. But it would also be good to learn authentic Italian cooking in a kitchen people in London are talking about. Trattoria Bella is spoken of often in my conversations with friends in the trade.”

“Carla will teach you as well as I could. Now, please, go to the kitchen and prepare some of the treats you tempted us with.”

Noah smiled most genuinely, just like when I was first offered the sous chef job. He seemed perfect for my restaurant, but I must cover further interviews, creative discussions, and kitchen tests before I employ him. I messaged Margarita, asking if I could pay for Noah to be accommodated at her boarding house for a week, which was the only way to give him a fair trial.

Margarita responded positively in less than a minute, and I felt another small step had been taken. Luca smiled at me knowingly.

“I think Noah is good, Carla.”

“Nonna taught him.”

“We are a nation of Nonna-trained chefs, Carla. Bella, you and me.”

“Yes, we are.”

I never mentioned our father, still profoundly conflicted over telling my sister what I discovered from Enzo. Although Federico confirmed Jack Keady and he were partners of sorts and that my father’s departure from Venice was in some way related to their dealings, I still hadn’t enough facts to open that can of worms and deal with what crawled out.

Our final interview didn’t take long. A girl who seemed an excellent commis chef wanted to step up. Luca and I agreed she wasn’t ready for the challenges of his kitchen as a number two. So, I gave her my business card and asked if she might visit me in a couple of weeks after I decided about Noah and enjoyed a week-long culinary sourcing excursion through Italy with Alberto.

That left two adequately experienced and seemingly capable applicants we had interviewed before seeing Noah. They were excellent chefs with great recommendations, and I marginally preferred the older girl over the younger guy.

Luca eyed me uneasily as we drank coffee and snacked on a vanilla flavor light, fluffy, bright yellow, crusty-topped polenta cake in a washup meeting. The drink and cake were delicious, perfect fusions between bitter and sweet.

“What is the matter, Luca?”

“Noah is too experienced and adventurous for Trattoria Bella. He won’t fit in easily.”

“I agree - but why mention it? I thought you were okay with me taking him on.”

“I am Carla, but I don’t want the other two.”

“Why not?”

“While I don’t want to change culinary influence and direction at Trattoria Bella, I need someone like you who can innovate and be creative within my narrow boundaries. Neither potential sous chef today can do that.”

“No… that’s true.”

“If I don’t find another Carla tomorrow, can I count on your support?”

“I love you as a brother, Luca. I thought we would be one another’s muse.”

“I am so happy to hear you say that. Already, I feel an absence in my heart - like you left me.”

Luca looked emotional, like he might cry, and I was deeply touched, noticing his flared nostrils, rippling cheeks, and a slight choking tone to his voice. My sister had tears in her eyes, possibly pregnancy hormones already kicking in. With Noah and the other interviews taking place, suddenly, our divergence became much more real, and I felt slightly mournful for the life I was leaving.

My sister wiped her eyes with a tissue.

“It’s only across the piazza, and you won’t move out from Mama’s place immediately - will you?”

“Of course not.”

“It will be nice if our baby’s auntie lives upstairs.”

“I’ll be there, Bella.”

“Promise me?”

“Of course, dear sister.”


Chapter Seventeen

Satisfying My Man

◆◆◆

There are few things a boyfriend enjoys more than his girlfriend’s loving attention, especially when deeds rather than words demonstrate her love. The opposite is also true - girls love boys to attend to them - romantically, conversationally, and in loving nakedness. I had no complaints about Giovanni’s attentiveness toward me, but I felt guilty that my preoccupation with work, business, and life’s new direction had sidelined him.

There were times when Giovanni’s soul shone through every fiber of his being - he glowed like a loving luminescence. As I glanced around from Mama’s cooker in my loaned apartment and studied my boyfriend, this was one such time - he radiated joy at my gesture.

With my favorite wooden spoon in hand, wearing a beaming smile and bathed in light from the half-dimmed spotlights above me, I stirred an aromatic soffritto of onions, celery, and carrots in a 2:1:1 combination until the vegetables were sweated. I enriched my dish with fresh chopped herbs, added tomato paste, lovingly sprinkled salt and pepper evenly, and poured a healthy glug of Giovanni’s house white wine to deglaze the pan.

An explosion of flavor momentarily held me captive in its steam, and I imagined my new restaurant before Giovanni chuckled and brought me home from a dream.

“You look like a vision, Carla.”

“I’m happy, sweetheart.”

“Is it because of your good fortune?”

“No honey… it’s because I am making dinner for you.”

“Does that please you?”

“Pleasing you pleases me, Giovanni, and there has not been enough of that lately.”

“You are very busy.”

“While you are never too busy to attend to my needs. I am sorry for being selfish.”

“Please don’t apologize, Carla. We are in this together.”

“Yes, we are.”

The wine was quickly reduced by half, and I added a liter of golden, rich, homemade chicken stock, turned down the gas, and placed a lid on top of the pan so everything inside cooked down. I spun, marched into Giovanni’s open arms, and smiled, kissing him lovingly, conveying my deep desire to be his now and always.

Giovanni’s lips burned against mine more due to my searing, surging hormones than the room temperature. His tongue tantalized me, hooking and entwining mine in love’s beguiling, sizzling dance. My heart rate quickened, and my brow dampened as my pussy trembled in soaking-wet panties because she desperately needed to be filled by my boyfriend’s cock.

Amid a knee-buckling kiss, I reached down my boyfriend’s washboard stomach with tingling fingertips, finding, then rubbing his long, thick, compressed cock, following its squashed contours until I could gently nip the tip. My boyfriend detached his lips from mine, glanced at the cooker with faux alarm, and nodded.

“I saw tortellini in the fridge. Did you make them by hand, Carla? Please tell me they are not shop-bought.”

“Yes, of course, I made them and always shall. I used the same hands that I am stroking your cock with.”

“I hope you washed them before handling me.”

“I stuffed our dinner well with parma ham and pecorino cheese.”

“That is my favorite.”

“I know.”

“How can I repay such love, Carla?”

“Stuff my pussy full of your meat after dinner?“

“I will enjoy that.”

“Let me finish cooking and serving.”

I left Giovanni with a raging hard-on, returning to Mama’s range cooker and checking on dinner. As much as I loved using Bella’s mother’s hob and twin ovens, I would be glad to have my own cooker in an apartment I could call mine. My sister’s words echoed ominously - It will be nice if our baby’s auntie lives upstairs.

Moving out of Bella’s home was a challenge to tackle on another day, but move I must. I was thrilled and tortured by my nightly visions of sneaking into my kitchen past midnight or descending the stairs to my moonlit restaurant wearing panties and Giovanni’s t-shirt to play and experiment with recipe ideas.

The broth was almost ready, so I carefully dropped twenty freshly handmade tortellini into the rich, flavorsome liquor, watching each folded petal swell as the stuffing gently cooked inside. My pussy mimicked real life with freshly shaven petals engorging, baking in my sweet liquor juices that coated what I hoped my boyfriend would find an adequate dessert.

I served dinner in white porcelain bowls, which a supplier had provided as complimentary samples for my restaurant. I fished out the perfectly cooked pasta, carefully laid it in the bowls, and then poured the broth over it at the dining table, watching my boyfriend’s gleeful expression as his favorite meal was assembled lovingly.

Giovanni saw me looking at him, wrapped an arm around my waist, and pulled me into his lap.

“I love you so much, Carla.”

“Me or my food?”

“You are a package of perfection, my dear.”

“Well put.”

“What is for dessert?”

“I’m keeping it warm for you, sweet Giovanni.”

“Oh my - this is my lucky night.”

After dinner, I dumped the dishes in my sink, vowing to get to them later. We fornicated in the living room, quickly getting down to brass tacks, me feeding Giovanni my sticky, wet pussy hole. He gasped on seeing my freshly shaven haven and dove right in, thumbs splaying my swollen labia apart, his tongue plowing the creamy, pink furrow between them.

I reached to grab Giovanni’s cock and pull it closer so I could suck it, but he moved my hand away.

“You cum in my mouth first, Carla. Let’s save my cock to fuck you really well.”

I frowned and couldn’t believe how considerate a lover Giovanni was. With my ass cheeks pressing hard on the wooden floor, I planted my palms on the rug behind that was splashed with moonlight from a window. I leaned back and spread my legs wide apart, offering Giovanni full and unfettered access to his creamy dessert, my hairless pussy.

My boyfriend clenched his lips around my swollen, almost solid clitoris, sucking gently, easing the pink nub out from pillows of protective skin. When his tongue dragged the sensitive tip from side to side, I shimmered and gasped loudly, moaning lasciviously.

Giovanni entirely controlled me, and he knew it.

He gently rubbed the ridges around my anal whorl with a pussy juice-soaked fingertip, never dipping inside me, just teasing around the hole while he sucked my clitoris. To aid Giovanni’s efforts, I kneaded my breasts, using powerful abdominal muscles to hold myself upright.

Giovanni sucked and licked my clitoris, raising me to a frisson, my entire body tingling, shuddering toward an orgasm. I tweaked my nipples, rolling those electrified teats between my index fingers and thumbs, sending jolts of excitement like lightning shards through every joint, warming my muscles.

When I came inside Giovanni’s mouth with powerful squirted jets of joy, he worshipped me by greedily and desperately swallowing every drop of unicorn pee, moaning and groaning disgracefully.

I reached down his torso, desperate to grab the solid cock I needed.

“I want to suck your cock, Giovanni.”

“I need to fuck you, baby. I am desperate to be inside your pussy.”

Panting like a sprinter crossing the line, I hauled Giovanni’s head up to stare into his eyes, my reproductive organs convulsing, still leaking a warming albeit mildly diminishing orgasm from a throbbing hole. He looked sincere, deeply in love, and desperate to be inside me.

“Why are you so desperate?”

“Because every time I cum inside you, I imagine us making a baby.”

I almost cried but lay back quickly, never wanting anyone to fuck me more than I did Giovanni at that moment. Knowing he wanted me to bear his children meant more than a proposal and more than any declaration of his love because I wanted it, too.

His rippling muscles vibrated powerfully to my touch as Giovanni held himself in a perfect press-up position, his solid cock head nestling between my swollen pussy lips, teasing my throbbing hole. I reached around his waist and scratched his tight ass cheeks with my sharp fingernails, hungrily eyeballing my beloved.

“Please fuck me imagining I am not taking birth control, Giovanni - because I shall.”

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

“I know - and I love you too. Please, honey, fill me with your seed.”

“My pleasure.”

He never averted his gaze while stretching my pussy wide, sliding his cock deep inside me. I dug my fingers into his tensed ass cheeks, pulling him in, aiding my lover in his quest to fill me. I gasped, wriggled joyously, and blinked, frowning more deeply the fuller my pussy got with every inch of his cock.

“You’re touching my cervix, Giovanni.”

“Is it sore?”

“A little bit, but my pleasure is far greater than the aching.”

“What should I do?”

“Fuck me hard, honey.”

Giovanni slid his cock out of my tingling pussy, using power and might to hold himself perfectly above me. He was my Gladiatori, the man mountain who would inseminate me one day, who desperately wanted to right now, even knowing he couldn’t.

When my lover’s cock slammed back inside me, the orgasm which began on his tongue and lips resurged powerfully, absorbing every thought, tensing my muscles that warmed amid an ocean of hormonal pleasure.

I was alive in every sense, burning hotly like a sun.

“We both need this more often, Giovanni.”

“I know.”

“Please make love to me every day.”

“I will.”

Giovanni rode me hard, his balls slapping against my soaking wet ass cheeks every time his cock slid balls deep inside my quivering pussy. Waves of pleasure sizzled through me, and his skin shimmered in the moonlight, burning to my touch even more when my beloved came deep inside me, filling my hole with sticky, baby-making seed.

When he was done decanting every drop of precious semen inside me, I leaped onto my feet, quickly whipping on my panties so Giovanni’s seed would not be wasted. He slapped my ass cheeks playfully and laughed, pointing at my belly, which I rubbed lovingly.

“Why do you do that, Carla?”

“Because I have you inside me.”

“Is it important?”

“Having you inside me when we are apart is most important, honey.”

“I can’t wait to put a baby inside you. I know we must wait, though.”

“Yes, we must. First, I must find a way to move into my apartment, then create a successful business.”

“The living space on the first floor of your building is vastly more spacious than this place. You will have at least five bedrooms and a living kitchen half the size of your restaurant. Orlando could have sold the building as four large apartments.”

“Why didn’t he?”

“Because he has enough money and knows when to stop reaching for more.”

“Yes… that’s it - life’s great challenge. Do we chase money into our graves or dance in the sun with those we love when we have enough.”

I stared out the window across the piazza to my new restaurant, dreaming about a family in every sense. My naked lover stood behind me, wrapped his arms around me, and stroked my belly, home to his seed.

“What do you want most, Giovanni?”

“I desire a warm summer day, a hug from a grandchild while others laugh, dance, and sing around me. My wife would sit beside me, holding my hand in my burgeoning garden. My children would be around my table, and a freshly tossed salad with a glass of crisp white wine and lemony zest would be in front - a first course of many.”

“Is it enough for you?”

“That satisfies me and hopefully equals what I deserve.”

“You deserve more.”

“I only want you, Carla.”


Chapter Eighteen

Purple Carrots

◆◆◆

I eyed my boyfriend passionately across the breakfast table, deeply in love. Around us, ten adults and two children of my family and friends enjoyed omelets, cereals, freshly baked treats, toasted bread, and fruit jams. Bella’s cafe at breakfast was my paradise, and helping Mom and Sam open every morning would still be my pleasure even after Carne opened its doors.

The sun felt warm as it rose above the rooftops and splashed my skin. A dozen kids played riotously in the piazza while parents marshaled them to order before marching them to school. They ran around our giant outdoor nest of tables, pausing only for a mouthful of croissant and chocolate milk my mother had on a separate table for anyone’s child to enjoy.

It reminded me of my youth when my Mom fed all my friends, which was every kid in the neighborhood. She never cared about the cost because Sarah Keady was all about life, and children were the epitome of that.

In the piazza, children called her Nonna. I was happy to share my Mom, enjoying her beaming smile as she received a kiss from every child before they sprinted to their mothers who called them. Today was a great day, and I was a lucky woman.

I reached across the table to my boyfriend, smiling.

“Can we visit your vineyard for a few days, Giovanni?”

“Of course… yes… of course.”

He blinked and looked surprised and gleeful. A visit to my boyfriend’s home was overdue. Noah was a fitting addition to my team at Carne as Head Chef, and even though that position wasn’t open yet, he’d had the brilliant idea of filling in for me at Piazza Bella while I toured Italy with Alberto and took time to plan a future. It worked perfectly for Luca, who also had my replacement starting today.

Bella, who sat beside me, curled her lips down, leaned in, and cuddled me.

“I will be so sad when you are gone, Carla.”

“You can come with me.”

“We may never return, sweetie.”

“Probably not. I’ll miss you too.”

“But you need time to plan for Carne, Carla. I understand that. Go with Giovanni, meet his sisters and friends, enjoy the mountains, and return rejuvenated.”

”Alberto is collecting us from Giovanni’s home after this weekend.”

“Us?”

“Giovanni is joining me on this expedition.”

“That’s perfect. It is nice to spend time being a couple so early on.”

I watched my new head chef flirt playfully, sitting between Margarita and Sam. I momentarily wondered if their fun was more than playful but dismissed the idea as nonsense. When moving into their boarding house, Noah had acquired a couple of big sisters in my best friend and her lover, but given his extremely handsome looks, I wondered if the lesbian couple might be tempted to sample a man.

While sipping an excellent espresso and enjoying our family moment, I grinned at Giovanni, who still looked shocked by my request to visit his home. He wanted to introduce his family and begin integrating me as more than a girlfriend, but less than a wife.

Giovanni talked endlessly about his three sisters. Although I had briefly met them for lunch in Venice, a couple of visits to my boyfriend’s vineyard were busy, and his siblings were occupied with their families.

I wasn’t in the least bit concerned about meeting my boyfriend’s family, having had the worst possible experience with a New York ex-boyfriend, Dave. His family had plotted to destroy our relationship from day one—something I now wished they had done, saving me a great deal of angst.

But Giovanni’s family were different - at least the ones I met were.

After breakfast, Giovanni packed while I visited Alberto, enjoying another coffee with him in the sun outside his butcher’s store. We made final arrangements and reviewed our proposed travel itinerary, confirming farm, charcuterie, artisan cheesemaker, and vineyard tours.

Everything was set for a culinary adventure around Italy when I returned to my apartment and folded all the clothes and personal belongings I needed into a single large holdall, much to Giovanni’s amazement.

“How do you do it, Carla?”

“One long weekend, two pairs of jeans, one skinny, one baggy, one cocktail dress just in case, one sundress, and a skirt that goes with the two blouses and three t-shirts I can also wear with everything else. I have one pair of heels, two flats, and my sneakers - what’s the fuss?”

“What about your clothes for the culinary trip?”

“I dropped off a suitcase with Alberto yesterday.”

“How are you so organized?”

“Mis en Place, honey - everything in its place. Those French chefs knew what they were doing.”

“Yes, but… don’t women have a thousand toys to pack?”

“I can borrow a hair dryer from your sisters, since mine is in Alberto’s van. I have lipsticks and other toiletries in a small go-bag; there’s no need for makeup that I never use. Tampons are always packed. Then, there is birth control, paracetamol, a few jewelry items, and my knife roll.”

“You are bringing your knives? Seriously?”

“Of course. I intend to cook in your home.”

“I have very little food in the cupboards, and my fridge is empty.”

“Then we will buy what we need on the way - a butcher, baker, and small supermarket will suffice. What sort of girlfriend would I be if I didn’t make you food while you sing to the vines.”

“I hoped you would join me in the fields, Carla.”

“Of course I will. Do you have a slow cooker and fresh herbs growing around the house?”

“There are herbs I haven’t even heard of around the vineyard.”

“And your sisters? Will they join us with their families for dinner one evening?”

“A few minutes after we arrive home, they will all sit in your lap, gossiping. You will have no shortage of company.”

I felt thrilled, with the only dark clouds gathering overhead being the absence of my family and friends. It would be unfair to mention my sadness or shed a tear when I hugged Mom, Sam, and Bella because Giovanni had been so generous with his time and committed to me, and now he was thrilled.

We took a water taxi to the gravel parking lot where Giovanni’s new double cab, a dark blue Ford Transit van, was parked. With our belongings strewn across the back seat, I sat beside my boyfriend, feeling as if we were going on an adventure, which we were.

“Are you bringing your van with us next week, Giovanni?”

“Yes. I am giving away free samples of my wine to a few select restaurants and buying a few bottles for my collection.”

“How big is your stash?”

“Fifty thousand bottles of my wine are laid down as an investment for my children; seven hundred more are from other winemakers.”

My ovaries warmed. Few things arouse me more than the knowledge that Giovanni was preparing a future for his children, which I would hopefully deliver. I wanted to be a great homemaker, Mom, and wife to him, but I also wanted to be a restauranteur, and I knew my boyfriend desired that for me, too.

“You mention your future children a great deal, Giovanni.”

“Our children, Carla.”

“I hope so, too.”

“There is no question in my mind.”

“You will make a fine father - better than any man alive.”

“I want to make you proud of me.”

“I am proud of you, Giovanni.”

On the way, we stopped by a butcher, baker, and farmers market, where I bought everything needed for three days of meals. For the kids’ breakfast, I planned pancakes with summer fruit compote and eggy bread, and for the adults, freshly baked rolls, charcuterie, cheese, olives, and lots of fruit.

A French cassoulet was on the menu for dinner tomorrow night because three fresh ducks were available at the market.

When we arrived home, the estate was deserted. Work in the vineyard had finished for the day, and Giovanni’s family and workers went home, giving us time to rest and be alone in a home that might one day also be mine.

I stared at the bare, well-equipped kitchen missing a few appliances: a food mixer, a salamander grill, and a decent coffee machine.

“We need a Breville.”

“I have a stovetop coffee pot.”

“You buy ground coffee beans. Freshly ground seconds before brewing is far better.”

“They are expensive, Carla.”

“They are necessary honey - especially when you drink around ten cups daily.”

“I’ll put it on the list.”

Giovanni’s estate home was a massive bachelor pad. It 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. 

But there were no feminine touches around the place at all. I would shop the next day, buy potpourri, cute wicker baskets, linen, lace doilies, and new flowery curtains, then pick flowers from the garden and store ingredients in open view.

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.

Giovanni came up from behind and hugged me while I stared at his cooker, a Rorgue Island with grill, flat top hobs, and ovens.

“It’s hardly been used - make it yours, Carla.”

“I shall.” 

“What are we eating this evening?”

“I saw a Barbecue outside. Do you have charcoal?”

“Yes.”

“Grilled tenderloin pork with a peppercorn sauce and creamy garlic mash. Wilted savoy cabbage cooked in bacon lardons with a dash of cream.”

“And for dessert?”

“Tiramisu in bed with the curtains and windows open so we can watch the stars and make love. Now - go and check on your vines.”

He left me in paradise, and I went to work preparing a delicious meal to share in his home. As I worked, Carne, Federico, and even my sister and her family were lost in my thoughts as I saw my and Giovanni’s children scampering around our kitchen, swinging off my apron as one chased the other.

“How many children are enough, Giovanni?”

“That’s up to you, my sweetheart.”

I spun, surprised he was still there because I’d heard the front door open and then close. He smiled at me and nodded toward an elderly woman who had entered the house carrying two immense baskets filled with vegetables and herbs.

Giovanni left the house, grinning at my surprise while I went to see the woman bearing gifts, helping her unburden herself.

“I am Anna.”

“Carla.”

“I know. We have been looking forward to your visit.”

“These vegetables are amazing, and the herbs are the best I ever smelled.”

“My husband works for Giovanni, and we live in an estate house. Patron allows us to use one acre, and I have an extensive garden there. Fruit and olive trees, every vegetable and herb you can imagine. You are welcome to harvest whatever you wish.”

I sliced an orange carrot, tasted a disc, and enjoyed its sweet flavor burst on my tongue. I tried a purple carrot and was surprised.

“The peppery flavor is intense.”

“I seed my own for almost two decades. These are what you might call heritage crops. You’ll love the tomatoes, as good as any from the south.”

“I can’t believe how good this all is. Do you sell to the trade?”

“Only at the Farmer’s market.”

Consistency and regular supply are the problems with using artisan suppliers for daily larder goods at a restaurant. One acre was small compared to those who guaranteed products to be the same and delivered daily. Hydroponics, aquaponics, and other non-soil-based vegetables and herbs were all the rage, but although they were excellent, I didn’t believe they matched true organic farming.

Anna grinned at me, gathered her loose gypsy skirt around the front, and sat on the kitchen stool, smiling broadly.

“Coffee, Anna?”

“Wine, please, and you should join me in a glass - the future father of your babies will sing to his vines for hours yet.”

“Oh, you heard that?”

“Yes. How many babies will it be, Carla?’

“Five at least, I hope.”


Chapter Nineteen

Family Fortune

◆◆◆

Anna quickly became a friend, chatting endlessly about her life, family, garden, and love. Her character was one of openness, perhaps too much on a first meeting. She explained her unorthodox relationship as I chopped red and white cabbage, making a slaw dressing with plenty of bites from local mustard.

When she revealed a truth one would never expect to hear half an hour after first acquainting with a stranger, I almost sliced off a finger, staring at her in disbelief.

“Did you just say open marriage, Anna?”

“Sort of… yes.”

She cradled her wine in one hand and giggled cheekily and gleefully at my shock, pointing at my face and making a circle around it as though I were a picture to be remembered.

“Do you get it, Carla?”

“I’m not sure I’ve correctly understood.”

“My husband and I enjoy date nights on Wednesdays.”

“With other people?”

“Yes… they are our approved fuck buddies.”

“And you stay with these men and women overnight?”

“Yes. To avoid doubt, I sleep with men, my husband with women.”

“You have lovers?”

“As does my husband.”

I laid down my knife in a state of shock, sipped wine, and did the mental gymnastics. I’d had friends in open marriages before, never judging them or envious of their lifestyle, but nobody I knew blurted out this much compromising personal detail so quickly.

“Why? I mean, sorry. Is it impertinent or intrusive of me to ask?”

“Having an open marriage spices up our sex life and ensures neither of us take the other for granted.”

“So… you don’t mind your husband sleeping with another woman?”

“He would do it anyway. They all do. At least this way, it is managed, and I don’t have to cheat when he does.”

“I’m sure, Anna.”

“You’ll see the same thing with Giovanni.”

Anna’s bubbly personality gripped me, but it seemed I was being warned about a car crash a couple of miles down the road, which would be in my way when I got there. I felt mildly irritated that she assumed my boyfriend would cheat. Giovanni and I had never talked about our sexual histories in any great depth because he claimed to be a virgin when he first bedded me. I wasn’t about to suspect or quiz my boyfriend about that, but I wondered if he and Anna once had something going on between them because she kind of inferred it.

There are many sexual things a virgin can enjoy without being considered deflowered.

I didn’t answer because there was no question in her revelation, but I didn’t want to debate Anna and her husband’s moral choices in what felt like a strawman.

Was it any of my business if Giovanni had slept with Anna? No, except it would invalidate his claim about being a virgin - which would be disappointing. I knew of no woman who would be thrilled by unknowingly being in the presence of another who had fucked her boyfriend. We girls are just built that way - at least, I am.

I dismissed Anna’s mild overshare in the spirit of friendly girl talk and focused on inspecting the pork tenderloin marinating in a herb rub I planned to grill over hot coals soon. That small joint of meat became two when Giovanni’s youngest sister turned up unannounced.

I was delighted to see Gabriella, having enjoyed lunch a couple of times in Venice when she visited. We quickly built a great bond, sharing the same love for clothing brands, music, and men - her brother, my boyfriend. She was the most free-spirited of the three sisters, always laughing, joking, and smiling.

Gabriella was also the only sibling without children. Consequently, she was entirely dedicated to her work at the Vineyard as her brother’s understudy. His youngest sister was the most senior staff member when her brother was away.

Gabriella mockingly danced through the kitchen as if in a Shakespearean love story, comically landing in my arms like long-lost sisters, covering her brow. She laughed, hugged me and beamed broadly.    

“At last, my third sister graces us with her presence.”

“You’d better not let Giovanni hear you talking like that.”

“I am allowed to dream about a future in which we are sister’s-in-law.”

“Me too.”

Gabriella turned and grinned at Anna, who raised a glass. I poured a third for our new visitor, who joined us in a woman’s gossiping tryst, the singular purpose of which was to discuss our menfolk.

When everything was prepared, I caught a whiff of smoke and went outside, seeing Giovanni fanning the flames of a fire in his barbeque. When I hugged him from behind, he clasped my hands, craned his neck, and smiled, never entirely averting his attention away from the fire.

“The charcoal is damp, so I brought deadwood from under our olive trees.”

“The fire has a wonderful aroma.”

“Olive wood grows slowly, packing plenty of goodness, and there is beauty in cooking our food, then returning the remnants to the vineyard as dust.”

“I agree.”

“Did you talk with Anna?”

“Yes - she’s nice. I like her a lot. Gabriella is here too - an advance party reconnaissance for your other sisters.”

“Did Anna tell you about her lovers?”

“Yes.”

My throat and chest tightened as I felt an oncoming revelation - something I dreaded. The stillness of the air, the last flickering glow of a mighty sun as it dipped behind a heavily forested hill, and the beauty of Giovanni’s valley gripped me - almost bringing tears to my eyes.

“I have never been Anna’s lover, Carla.”

“You don’t need to tell me.”

“Yes, I do. I also disapprove of her lifestyle, although I never mention it.”

Thank god.

“I could never share you, Carla.”

“You never have to. I feel the same way.”

“I will never cheat on you, my beloved.”

“I know you won’t, Giovanni.”

“This is why Anna and her husband have this open marriage. Because they see cheating as an inevitability, I can’t live like that.”

“It works for them, and you are right not to judge. Let’s forget the matter.”

Nothing more needed to be said. We stood in Giovanni’s valley, bathed in bright moonlight, a statue of a couple dedicated to everlasting monogamous love. My boyfriend turned and wrapped me tightly in his powerful arms, momentarily stealing my breath in a gasp that rippled through as a surge of excitement. I felt like a queen in the grip of her king, loved endlessly by a man so thrilled to have me that his entire body quivered against mine while his eyes burned more brightly than olive wood embers.

I glanced into his fiery eyes and smiled.

“I can feel your cock pressing hard against me, honey.”

“I feel ablaze and more alive right now than at any time in my life, Carla.”

“Shall we dine and get our guests out of the way so we can adjourn to your bedroom?”

“You’ll be the first woman I ever took to my bed in this house.”

“I’m honored.”

I had momentarily doubted Giovanni’s sexual history, having been subtly played for motivations I couldn’t fathom. After dinner, Anna left, and while my boyfriend recycled the dirty dishes, I strolled outside with Gabriella in the darkness, enjoying a full moon and an incredibly dark, starry sky.

From her near silence, I knew Gabriella had questions for me. What sibling wouldn’t, especially when the incomes and lives of three sisters and their families depended on the assets owned by their brother. It was natural to believe, possibly fear, the introduction of a steady girlfriend in such a situation.

I might become a destabilizing influence. Gabriella stared at the floor and kicked a few gravel stones, looking mildly frustrated.

“I came here tonight to sound you out, Carla.”

“For yourself?”

“No… at someone else’s request.”

“Did I pass the test?”

“My brother loves you very much, Carla.”

“I love him too. Please, have no fear about his heart. I will never hurt your brother.”

“I know.”

“Then what is troubling you, Gabriella?”

“Did Giovanni explain how he came to own our family estate?”

“Not in great detail.”

“Our father ran this vineyard into the ground. He never innovated, invested, or even replanted new vines when old ones withered. Frankly, and I am ashamed to say, Papa was a drunk who never treated Giovanni well.”

“You are not responsible for your parent’s behavior.”

“After college, my sisters and I drifted away into marriage, but Giovanni returned home, remained strong, and worked hard. My brother invested every cent he earned, so, on his deathbed, I feel that, having realized his severe error in how he treated Giovanni, my father rightly bequeathed him everything.”

“I’m guessing one or more sisters were unhappy about that.”

“My eldest sister, Viola, carries a mild grudge that often rankles.”

“Is her irritation worse now more than ever because of me?”

“Yes, Carla.”

“How do you feel about the matter?”

“My brother invested more money into this place than it would have cost to purchase it. We are now one of the most advanced wineries in Italy. Giovanni gave Mama and Papa a great life until they died; he gave my sisters and me jobs with good salaries and shared his business profits with us, twenty percent to each sister, and the remainder goes to him.”

“It seems fair, Gabriella.”

“It is very fair. In the time Giovanni ran his vineyard, we earned more than if Papa sold the place and gave each of us the full sale value.”

“Then what is Viola’s concern?”

“We don’t have legal status in the ownership of this business. Giovanni owns everything.”

“I see.”

“And now there is you, Carla.”

“Viola thinks I might be a stick in the spokes of the family wheel?”

“As she sees it, it’s possible. You are an unknown quantity, and should you and Giovanni be married one day, perhaps children will come, and you’ll both have new priorities. What is his is yours and vice versa.”

“That’s complicated.”

“Giovanni will own half of your restaurant unless you agree on a prenuptial contract. It means you will own half of his vineyard.”

“We haven’t discussed marriage, Gabriella.”

“No… but Giovanni has often said he wants to live with you for the rest of his life. Your love affair is over six months old, and you two cannot be separated. Giovanni comes here to visit and leaves on the same day. I know how this powerful love feels and where it goes.”

I paused our walk, folded my arms, stared at the moon, and took a deep breath, sighing. On top of all my challenges in Venice, it seemed my presence in the lives of three sisters had growing pains on the horizon. When I smiled at Gabriella, she grinned back and rested a hand on my shoulder.

“I am unconcerned about this matter, Carla, but I wanted to inform you. If my brother ever rescinded his kindness, we would experience hardship. I would not be upset because his sharing of profits is a gratuity given out of love, not as a right because we earned it. My sister doesn’t see it the same way.”

“Thank you for warning me, Gabriella.”

“Tomorrow, Viola will visit.”

“I’ll be careful and diplomatic.”

At the front door, Gabriella bid her brother goodnight with a hug and a light kiss on the cheek. Once she was out of sight, Giovanni joined me outside, carrying a blanket. He took my hand and led me toward his vines.

“Where are we going, honey?”

“I want to make love in the middle of my vines.”

“Are they old enough to see such a thing, Giovanni?”

“In wine years, yes.”

We made torrid love amid lightly rustling vines under the moonlight that shimmered across Giovanni’s glistening skin. He sizzled to my touch, his muscles rippling and bulging as he shifted his weight above me, sliding his immense, solid cock deep inside my sticky, wet pussy.

I stared deeply into my lover’s eyes, my nails gently raking his back as he moaned and squeezed every millimeter of his long, thick shaft inside my throbbing, stretching pussy. Love radiated from Giovanni’s expression as his nostrils flared from overwhelming emotions, and I saw his intention before he moved.

“I want to go down on you, Carla.”

“You already started fucking me, honey.”

“I know - I want to lick your pussy now that I have stretched her wide open and your juices are flowing.”

“Oh my, you’re so naughty.”

“May I lick your pussy, please?”

“You never need to ask, Giovanni.”

I quivered energetically when Giovanni slid his cock out of my tingling pussy. He planted soft kisses in a damp, blistering trail down my neck, licking, nibbling, and then chewing my bright red, throbbing, solid nipples that electrified on his tongue tip and erupted into an explosive rapture when he clenched each one between his burning lips.

I gasped and moaned loudly, writhing with my naked skin searing against my lover’s in a lewdest, most base pleasured way. I rifled my fingers through Giovanni’s hair while my pulsating, empty, stretched-wide hole yearned for his cock or tongue to fill it. My lover took his time teasing me, tracing a line of lust and passion with his tongue tip and tingling lips from my breasts down a washboard stomach to the lady garden he loved to play in, lick and fuck.

I arched violently and crab-like when Giovanni’s lips clenched around the base of my throbbing, solid clitoris, taking my breath away as I stared at the moon, which shone brightly like a primal mother encouraging me to be fucked by my lover. He sucked gently, drawing my solid, sticky pink pearl out of the protective pouch she hid inside while dragging my trembling tip from side to side with his.

I screamed when Giovanni slid a two-fingered, one-thumb wedge deep inside my drenched pussy while plowing his tongue up and down the creamy furrow above that pulsating hole. I tensed every muscle and gripped his digits tightly, staring deep into his eyes, seeing only true love shining back at me.

When my orgasm came as waves of intense pleasure, I was lost to the world, screaming so recklessly I was sure neighbors a mile distant would hear my ecstasy. After finger fucking me for a few minutes, Giovanni slid his fingers out of my throbbing, sticky hole, puckering his lips and sealing them around my pee hole. He sucked the tawdry, squirted juices of my out-of-control orgasm as I fed him a nectar he loved.

With my pussy and body still electrified and in mid-orgasm, Giovanni slid his giant cock back inside me, bloating my eyes, furrowing my brow, and eliciting more primitive noise than a porno movie. He fucked me hard, fast, and mercilessly, reaming my hole as though drilling through steel with a diamond-tipped tool.

I was being taken, giving myself to a lord and master who was so loving, kind, and caring that I wanted him to have all of me. I screamed, gripping my lover tightly while he pounded my pussy with a cock so hard I felt every bloated vein and gnarl as they slid in and out of me, pressing hard against my soft tissue walls as I squeezed tightly and milked his seed.

He gasped, contorted his face, growled, and groaned like a heroic gladiator vanquishing and victorious.

Above all, Giovanni looked proud.

“I love cumming inside you, Carla.”

“I can see that. You are giving something so important to me.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”


Chapter Twenty

Vineyard Antics

◆◆◆

After staggering uphill, half-naked through the chalk-strewn vineyard, carrying a blanket while giggling riotously, we made love all night in my boyfriend’s bed.

Giovanni gently mastered me in every sexual position I contorted into at his request. His cock stretched my pussy widest when I braced myself against the wooden floor on my hands and knees. In classic doggy style, I arched my back steeply, pointing my creamy, trembling slit high for him to pound hard.

To top things off, while relentlessly fucking me, my boyfriend gripped my ass cheeks in talon-like claws and splayed them wide open, taking me deeply and making me his.

Giovanni, being a prince among men, also went down on me several times… oh my, how he licked my swollen, sticky pussy lips and engorged clitoris to the heavens and back.

I was fucked more enthusiastically, lovingly, and profoundly than at any time in my life by the most amazing man I ever met. Unlike the muffled lovemaking we were restricted to in my bedroom, immediately above Bella and Luca’s and beside Angelo’s - in Giovanni’s home, I was sexually and vocally unrestrained, screaming the house down in joyous rapture as I rode my boyfriend’s cock.

After the fourth time that we made love, way past midnight, I drifted off in my beloved’s arms and slept well, my belly satisfyingly full of his seed.

I woke before my boyfriend, pleased with his calm, gentle expression, which I took to mean I had fucked him to exhaustion. My pussy felt sore, but I knew that in a few hours, I would slide it up and down Giovanni’s giant, stiff cock again.

I was irrepressible and sexually blooming amid my ovulation, always my wildest peak time.

I watched Giovanni lie beside me, smiling in his sleep, occasionally moaning but rarely stirring. I gently stroked his chest and stomach with the slightest fingernail tip, parting curly hairs in my path. My delight was captured in the fact that a boy was mine, all mine, and I rejoiced for that gift, every fiber of my body celebrating good fortune.

When he woke, Giovanni immediately looked around for me, beaming from ear to ear when I smiled and leaned in, kissing him. I pulled back, wafting my breath in mock disgust.

“Oh my, Giovanni… you need to brush your teeth and rinse, honey.”

“Is my breath rank?”

“You smell of my pussy.”

“A damn fine vintage, Carla.”

“Am I a wine, now?”

“The finest ever.”

“Can we go for a run, Giovanni? Your estate feels like a place I must explore.”

“Then let’s go - just beware of the boars.”

“You have wild pigs?”

“Only one small family, and we live in harmony.”

I wore yoga pants, which Giovanni loved and I preferred for that reason. As I stretched outside the front of his house, I saw smoke in the distance. It was coming from Anna’s house, briefly reminding me of the odd exchange we’d had the previous night.

When we set off on our run, Giovanni beamed, seeming the happiest man on the planet. We ran side by side along a double, lightly rutted vehicle path that accessed all parts of the vineyard. The views from the high ground were spectacular, looking across gray slate-colored mist rising above the forested areas below.

The cold gradually yielded to the sun’s comforting rays as they penetrated a thick forest canopy, splashing their life everywhere, bringing light to the hard, stony ground between rows of vines and radiating warmth into our muscles.

A lighter mist rose amid the vines, eerily settling at knee height like it camouflaged the ground in mystery. We passed the spot where we made love, giggling, briefly holding hands, then releasing as we entered the dark forest.

Our run felt energetic and romantic, even though few words were spoken. My boyfriend pressed a palm into the small of my back as we ascended a steep incline, helping ease ravaging calf muscles as I dug my toes into the path, squeezing every ounce of power to climb.

When we reached home, I was exhausted, not used to running up hills since Venice had none. Giovanni looked more relaxed, acclimated to his vineyard’s mountain elevation and the steep slopes he had walked each day until recently.

As we panted and paced around a front gravel courtyard, the scent of lavender twitched my nostrils. I took in the peaceful, dawn-blessed scene around me and saw a garden of plenty to eat and with joy for the eyes to feast on in an explosion of colors. Aside from every herb possible, planted and labeled neatly in a walled corner of the garden area, the floral display was incredible.

Jasmine, sunflowers, dahlias, honeysuckle, and hydrangeas created a wild forest in a well-established garden that begged me to enter its meandering route. I strolled along a treebark path and through a stone archway into another area of the property, enjoying Japanese cherry blossom trees that lined a fruit orchard.

I stopped in the middle of a magic orchard with the most emerald green grass carpeting between and around the trees. The enchanted place, blessed fully by the sun, felt surreal and seemed to miss only fairytale characters like Mad Hatter, Alice, and Thackery Earwicket. In my mind’s eye, I saw Giovanni and I picnicking on a large blanket, with small children dancing and singing around us.

When Giovanni’s arms encircled my waist, I craned my neck and stared into his eyes, deeply in love.

“My sisters and I played here with Mama and Papa.”

“I can feel that joy present here now.”

“We had storytelling under the stars in the early days, then Papa… well, he… changed.”

“It’s such a beautiful spot.”

“My family still visits here. Often, you will find my sisters and their children playing.”

“Including Viola?”

“That’s a loaded question, Carla.”

“Yes… sorry.”

“My eldest sister is challenging. She feels dispossessed of our parent’s home, and now, with the appearance of a new girlfriend, her talons are bared.”

“I have no designs on this place, Giovanni.”

“Not now… no, but perhaps in the future. If our union is successful, my sister’s worst fears will be realized. My children, hopefully, our children will play here one day, and they will lie with us under the stars listening to wonderful stories.”

“There is plenty of home to share here, Giovanni.”

“It isn’t only about the home and memories. My sister worries about her future.”

“You’d have to remain single forever to satisfy Viola.”

“She wants me to sell her the estate.”

“Does she have money to buy?”

“No. It’s a Catch-22 situation. Viola cannot afford to buy me out unless I give her the vineyard so she can earn the money needed - she calls it an earn-out.”

“It’s called a paradox dilemma these days.”

“I prefer simpler language.”

“Me too.”

I understood Viola’s plan. She would agree on a price with Giovanni, payable over five to ten years, and then he would move on, which would be paid monthly by a sister who benefitted from his hard work and investment.

A brother and sister were at an impasse, heading for a sheer cliff into a chasm.

Giovanni’s hand slipped over mine, and he squeezed gently. After one final nostalgic look around the beautiful orchard, I turned with him and followed my beloved to his house, smiling for no particular reason. The morning sun enlivened the garden, and suddenly, the life-affirming aromas of essential oils released by the warm sun and blooming flowers burst everywhere, enticing bees and other insects to visit and feast, pollinating as a return gift of their love and appreciation.   

We showered together, and I kneeled on the mosaic-tiled floor toward the end, taking care of Giovanni’s morning wood, choking on his cock, and swallowing his semen when it sprayed my tonsils, coating them with his love. I wanted to submit to my boyfriend without being submissive to the extent I was lost. There was something about the solid, beautiful, strong man that spoke to my soul, bathing me in the light of his heart.

When I opened the front door to let in fresh air, two dozen eggs, a large sprig of tarragon, some homemade butter, and a small bottle of olive oil greeted me on the terracotta-tiled step. I looked quizzically at Giovanni, who smiled.

“Someone wants eggs, Carla.”

“It seems everyone does.”

“They heard a chef is here. Can you blame them?”

“How many workers are here?”

“Twelve, maybe thirteen, including my sisters.”

As I cooked, people arrived in dribs and drabs, bringing wooden and plastic chairs from god knows where. They sat haphazardly in front of Giovanni’s home, chatting, laughing, and sneaking the occasional look through his front door at the chef in her boyfriend’s kitchen. I was being displayed and inspected like a ballerina dancing in a jewelry box - and I loved it.

Giovanni left me to prepare breakfast alone, briefly singing to his vines, a ritual that I thought was very cute and not to be disturbed. Tomatoes, dried ham, bacon, and spicy Italian sausage arrived from nowhere, adding to a breakfast feast that occupied my time most pleasantly.

Anna arrived, beaming a peaceful, affectionate smile to end all wars. She handed me four glass one-liter bottles of milk, each with a thick creamy layer filling the neck. I dipped the back side of a teaspoon into one bottle, tasting and approving of it instantly.

“It’s still warm. I take it the eggs, butter, and tarragon were you, Anna?”

“Yes. I only just finished milking my cows. I thought inviting everyone to breakfast would make you feel at home and allow you to meet your new people.”

“Good idea. Thank you.”

I served eggs in every way possible, the favored being poached, laying plump on a thick wedge of golden toasted wholemeal bread. Fewer people than I expected indulged in my hollandaise sauce, preferring to pierce the yolk, allowing the beauty and bounty of a natural egg to ooze over bread and satisfy their hunger.

When I sat among the people closest to Giovanni in life, I saw Viola walk through the estate’s front gates, carrying a wicker basket. She eyed me, smiled, and waved, and I wondered if it were a call to truce or battle.

She scudded through the gravel courtyard like a lone cloud in my blue sky, reaching me with an outstretched hand, which she used to pull me up for a sisterly hug, whispering when her lips neared my ear.

“I brought homebaked bread for you, Carla.”

“Thank you.”

“I am trying hard not to be uncouth and spiteful.”

“I understand.”

“I feel hurt, Carla.”

“There is no need. You have nothing to fear from me.”

“This time is important if we are to be friends.”

Her face gave way momentarily, and a facade of calm slipped. I saw the raw emotions of a woman who wasn’t happy eating from her brother’s hand. I could understand Viola’s emotional turmoil because I had been Chez Judy’s beating heart and culinary imagination in New York. Yet, I owned no part of the restaurant my friend had plowed her money into, and neither should I - fortune favors the bold.

I also owned no part of Trattoria Bella, and now, knowing what I did, I knew there was no way back to being an employee. I must own my place, a tiny corner of the world where my self-expression bloomed like the wisteria climbing the walls of Giovanni’s home.

I said nothing about how I felt to Viola and prayed Giovanni would not ask for my counsel. How could I comment on something so multi-layered, passionate, and long-standing as a disagreement between siblings, no matter how mild it seemed?

Viola surprised me with her revelation. In her opening gambit, she subtly told me we had issues but that she wanted to work through them. When she sat beside me and leaned close, I knew my desire to avoid matters that didn’t concern me would not be easy.

“I feel more strongly than ever since you came on the scene, Carla. My brother leans heavily on me to run our business so that he and you can enjoy this courtship.”

“It’s nothing to do with me.”

“You have captured my brother’s eye and heart - of course, this has everything to do with you, him, me, and my sisters.”

“We aren’t even engaged.”

“That is just a matter of time, and when that moment comes, our problem will intensify.”

A large white van hove into view, laboring uphill toward Giovanni’s home. I was pleased to see it; a helpful, random segue for me to avoid further discussion with Viola. Everyone rose as though visitors were expected, so I joined them, standing at the back of our group while Giovanni met the travelers.

“Carla, please come.”

I was surprised to be summoned by Giovanni and meandered through the bodies, arriving at the front where twelve more people were standing before me or decanting from the white minibus.

“What the hell is going on?”

“Good morning, sister.”

“What are you doing here, Bella? Mom, Sam… what’s going on?”

“Giovanni invited us to be with you.”

“Why?”

My family, Bella, Luca, Mom, Sam, and all the staff from our Trattoria grinned from ear to ear, forming a semi-circle around my boyfriend. I felt the crowd behind me close in, completing a friendship circle.

My body tingled all over, and excitement surged as adrenaline and my hormones cascaded wildly, burning me up. I stared goggle-eyed at my boyfriend amid utter silence, aside from the wind and a few light gasps of excitement.

“Why are you on your knees, Giovanni?”

“Will you marry me, Carla?”

Giovanni smiled, his sparkling eyes only for me. He wore denim work pants with worn knees tied roughly with a leather belt. His clean, old, checkered shirt was half open at the front, and he looked like a farmboy proposing to his beloved childhood crush.

I couldn’t have felt more joyous, lost for words. My body exploded, and my mind erupted with a deep, loving effervescence that consumed me.

It was my life’s most precious moment as I stared into the eyes of a boy who wanted a girl to love him. His hand was outstretched, and his index finger and thumb presented me with a beautiful solitaire diamond that sparkled brightly in the sun, surrounded by a gold band that glowed like Giovanni’s heart.

Tears rolled down my cheeks, and a surge of happy emotions engulfed me. I gasped and ran into his arms, falling to the ground and kissing my beloved fiance.

“Of course, I will marry you.”

Giovanni slid the most beautiful ring on my finger, wiping my tears away. In the most exciting moment of my life, I was surrounded by almost everyone I loved and proposed to by my man. When Giovanni’s lips crushed mine, a warm tingle consumed me, and happiness echoed through my soul.

“I love you, Carla.”

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


Chapter Twenty-One

Love Is In The Air

◆◆◆

I stared into the face of a proud man, sensing every fiber of Giovanni’s being belonged to me. Light applause, delighted gasps, and other joyous sounds from the crowd lifted me, but I only had eyes for Giovanni.

I melted in his arms, feeling the profound commitment he made as a warm, tingling that shimmered from his skin to mine, filling me with joy.

“Thank you, Giovanni.”

“What for?”

“For wanting to be my husband.”

“I am proud to become that, Carla.”

“I know… it’s written on your face.”

“I wanted your family and mine to be here for this moment. This place will be your home, and they will always be welcome here, even if your restaurant is in Venice.”

“We can manage the distance, Giovanni. I love this place too - more now than ever because of this moment.”

“I know.”

“Is that why you proposed here?”

“I don’t know. It felt right, my estate, my mother’s engagement ring, you, your family and friends… my folks here too.”

“It was right, Giovanni… it is right.”

My mother crouched down on one side of me, inspecting my ring, while Bella was on the other, both beaming the happiest smiles I’d ever seen. I sobbed lightly, feeling more excited than at any time in my life, joyous and encouraged by the most significant question ever asked of me.

I leaned my forehead onto Giovanni’s and kissed him.

“How long ago did you start planning this, Giovanni?”

“Two weeks. Your sister was very understanding. She never asked why I needed all your family and friends to come here, but I think she knew what I was up to.”

“I’m sure she did.”

Giovanni’s friends, family, and colleagues gradually drifted away while Luca took control of the house kitchen, aided by many willing volunteers and baskets of food they had brought. They must have met at the municipal car park in the early hours to make the journey here, dodging peak traffic, so they were definitely hungry.

I sat outside in the sun on my fiance’s lap, surrounded by the people who loved me, enjoying Giovanni’s exceptional plan for the day he proposed. In the distance, I saw Viola heading toward the winery’s main building. She smiled and waved pleasantly enough, but I knew a growing animus simmered beneath those friendly gestures.

It was a time to love, be loved, and set aside frustrations that might never come to pass. Solving Giovanni’s family issues was not my concern; only showing him how deeply I loved him was. The urge to have my fiance’s babies gripped me for a moment, but then, when I considered my restaurant challenges, my senses were sobered.

While others tidied after breakfast and began preparing lunch, Mom took my hand and led me into the nearest vineyard. She smiled, looking slightly nervous, and I wondered what was wrong.

“Federico visited me, Carla.”

“Oh dear.”

“He told me Dad left Venice after a row with him over how the restaurant should be run. He implied, but for that, Jack and I would not have met, and you would never have been born. It’s almost like he felt I… we… owe him something.”

“What did you say?”

“I snapped, honey.”

“Oh my… what did you do?”

“I had a knife in my hand. One minute, it was doing nothing except waiting to chop carrots; the next, the blade was millimeters from his throat.”

“Good… so long as you didn’t slice him open.”

“I didn’t, but he says you know about this.”

“Mom. There is no value in chasing Federico’s diatribes. We don’t even know if what he says is true.”

“I know, but it’s upsetting that he continues using such tactics. Imagine what might happen if Federico gets to Bella and spews his poison. I’m sorry to bring the matter up, but I am sure he missed your sister by a hair’s breadth last night.”

“So Federico intends to drive a wedge between us? What’s new?”

“His twisted smile says it all, honey. If that man can spoil anything in your life, he will do it. Rarely have I met a more dislikeable man. I urge you to tell Bella.”

“I can’t, Mom - what if the story isn’t true? I might upset her over nothing.”

“I doubt your father would leave here purely because of a row, and I am sure Jack Keady would never have left had he known Matilde was pregnant.”

“Where does that leave us, Mom?”

My mother turned to me and smiled lovingly, offering the soothing presence she always had in my life. She hugged me, sighed, and looked far more sanguine than I felt.

“But Daddy did leave Venice, honey. After we met, he never looked back, and that man loved you with all his heart. He would have loved Bella also.”

“He never had the chance.”

“Bella will understand that her father is the least guilty for that tragedy.”

We walked on silently, both contemplating a nasty man and his miserable attempts to wreck our lives. Mom did the right thing by telling me about Federico’s divide-and-conquer tactic. Since my friends and family would return home after lunch. I had little time to speak with Bella.

Federico had gone too far this time. Threatening to harm my family was one thing; doing it was quite another. I decided to delay my trip around Italy to fight a man who deserved to lose everything.

I called Alberto and tried to cancel our Italian adventure, explaining honestly the reasons why, but he told me he’d almost reached the village where Giovanni lived, so he might as well come anyway.

When I saw Bella outside Giovanni’s house, she smiled. My sister used a wooden table with extendable steel legs and a pastry board on top to roll gnocchi like women here must have done for centuries in the same place. As I approached her, my heart ached because my perfect life with a sister I loved dearly was about to be shattered.

I joined her at the table, rolling the potato treat that would be served at lunchtime with the most excellent tomato sauce Luca could muster. Bella swayed her hip gently into mine, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“What troubles you, dear sister? You are engaged to be wed to a great man, yet I sense sadness.”

“I have something to tell you. This story may be false, so I kept it from you, and now it seems I cannot hide it any longer.”

“Are you going to tell me that my father left Venice because he quarreled with Federico?”

“Yes… how-?”

I gasped, shocked that Bella had beaten me to the punchline. She wiped her hands on a damp cloth and held me tightly, kissing my cheek, still smiling.

“Mama told me this story many years before she died. She always said my father was a great man who left without knowing about me. She also told me Federico created the circumstances for his departure through a deceit in the restaurant Jack Keady made famous. It was also because Federico loved my mother.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Federico approached me yesterday, but I waved him off with a knife in my hand.”

“He got to my mother.”

“Is she okay?”

“Mom is more shaken up than she will admit.”

“We are Keady women, Carla - you, me, our mothers - assholes like Federico will not tear apart what god chose to unite. Jack Keady was a beautiful part of my life’s history, but you, dear sister, were always my destiny.”

“I love you too, Bella.”

“We are sisters forever. Jack Keady and our mothers gave us that; we should love them all for it. Whatever happened in Venice is done and gone. ”

“I agree.”

“Then, as the elder sister, I declare this matter closed. Are we agreed on that?”

“Yes, sister, we are.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks, an emotional consequence of my engagement to Giovanni and the relief of my sister’s understanding and love. Alberto pulled up in his van, scrunching gravel violently, leaping out, looking red-faced and panicked. He approached briskly, hugging and kissing both of us on the tops of our heads.

“I am sorry, Carla.”

“What for?”

“I know Federico has attacked your family. He is cooing over it, predicting a family feud and his ascendence.”

“Well, he got that completely wrong.”

“Are you both okay?”

“My sister has declared the subject closed.”

Alberto looked relieved, squeezing us into a bear hug that winded me. I felt happy, much more than before Mom told me about Federico, because love dissolved another problem that plagued my subconsciousness.

My sister held my hand tightly, grinning confidently.

“One thing I ask, please, Carla.”

“What is it, my dear sister.”

“Please plan your wedding dates carefully because I don’t want your day spoiled by my waters breaking.”

“Maybe Giovanni and my wedding day could also be a day for Christening a baby.”

“Oh, I would love that.”

“Me too.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Art Of War

◆◆◆

"The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting, Giovanni. Sun Tzu said it first.”

“Who told you that? It wasn’t Sun Tzu for sure.”

“My Dad taught me - Jack Keady, circa 2006 when I was ten years old. He gave me that advice one hot summer day when I was furious because Jimmy Kerr pulled my ponytail until it hurt, then ran away.”

“I wish I could have met him.”

“Jimmy Kerr wasn’t a nice boy or a decent man.”

“I meant your father.”

I tossed my head back and grinned, knowing precisely what Giovanni meant, but I was in such high spirits that the jokes kept coming. I stared into my fiance’s eyes, feeling like a fairytale character in a magical kingdom wearing a ring to unite them all - or at least a ring that brought my heart closer to the one I yearned for.

“He would have loved you, Giovanni. My Dad would be strolling through your vines singing in tune with you.”

“Could Jack Keady sing well then?”

“Not at all.”

Giovanni burst out laughing, instantly recognizing the irony in my joke. He reached across the gap between our outdoor rattan chairs, holding my hand. Then, because that didn’t appease him because he wanted a kiss, my fiance set his knee in the gravel and shuffled closer.

When our lips brushed like rose petals falling, overlaying one on the other, a round of applause and a few hearty cheers broke off our kiss. My family and friends were busy in the kitchen, cleaning and preparing an evening feast to celebrate our engagement.

My beloved man looked worried - an apparent result of my reference to Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Fighting with Federico seemed pointless, but he wouldn’t stop attacking until I gave him a bloody nose. My plan was unfolding, and with luck, I would incur no harm, slamming the ball firmly in Federico’s court in a manner where he must decide whether to make himself look worse than he already did.

“What happened to Jimmy Kerr, Carla?”

“I waited until Summer Camp years later. Then, when he was high on weed the night before a day hiking, I snuck into his dorm and shaved off his eyebrows. It took me three years to get that revenge, but imagine how people laughed when he didn’t notice what I’d done and turned up for a six-hour hike in the morning.”

“Jesus, Carla - that’s a long time to hold a grudge.”

“Three years is nothing. I never dwelled on it; I just bided my time.”

“And what about Federico?”

“My fight back will be more immediate and won’t involve men’s hair grooming devices. I need to back him off for now.”

“How will you win this battle?”

“I have a long and short-term strategy. In the long game, I will continue doing what I am, helping you, Bella, and Luca make our piazza a food and wine experience like no other. His restaurant will wither on the vine while we rise together.”

“That will play on Federico’s mind. And in the short term, will you shave his eyebrows?”

“In a manner of speaking. That starts today. I am waiting for a call.”

“Do tell me more.”

“It will be a surprise, Giovanni.”

I could have paid a libel mill in Asia to churn out fake poor reviews on TripAdvisor, Google, and other restaurant review sites, or I could have had an anonymous customer create such a heated fuss at Federico’s place while a few celebrities visited that it would raise an eyebrow at Michelin.

These tactics were not in my nature.

I needed to act more subtly and immediately before my food tour of Italy, which had become convoluted. Despite her husband’s protestations, Bella decided to join me on tour, so now we were four food connoisseurs traveling in two vans with a couple of spare seats in each.

There was no shortage of applicants for the spare seats in our vans, but with Bella gone and Noah filling in for me - Luca’s kitchen and the front of house was short-handed. Mom would cover for Bella, and Margarita would help at the cafe - it seemed all the bases were covered.

I declined one friend after another for what they knew would be an epic event.

Sarah called midmorning, long after I sent her photographs of my ring. A week earlier, I’d enlisted her help with my next project, a positive development that would drive Federico insane. 

“Hey Carla, I’m so sorry I couldn’t attend Giovanni’s place. I have a thing that can’t be moved. I love the ring. Giovanni is very lucky.”

“I feel like I won the lottery too, Sarah.”

“You did honey - he’s a very nice man.”

“Do you have news?”

“It’s all done and approved. I handed your proposal to the municipality yesterday, and they agreed immediately. Along with the Gritti Palace Hotel and Federico’s Restaurant, your Carne, when it opens, is an official VIP hospitality partner for Venice.”

“Were they very keen?’

“More than you can imagine. The story of your sister, you, and Luca resonated, but what got the deal sealed was support for the homeless. The municipality loved your idea that their invited VIP guests would eat with local homeless people.”

“It was a long shot, Sarah. Some might say this is a PR ploy.”

“They took you at face value, Carla. You are on the national food map. Your idea has paid off.”

Our municipality strongly supported the less fortunate, so to propose something new, I offered to feed VIP visitors invited by the City in the same place where I fed the homeless, serving the same food. Getting on the City VIP hospitality list was almost impossible - the two incumbents had been there alone for a decade, but now I was there too.

“Federico has already called the Mayor to protest, but she doesn’t care and is avoiding his calls. I heard he is furious. Not all VIP guests will want to dine with homeless people, but the ones worthy of their status will.”

“This will be transformative for the piazza, Sarah.”

“Politicians, business people, celebs, and artists will vie to book follow-up visits - social media influencers will flock to your doors. I have issued a press release, so I imagine a few journalists will reach out soon. Good luck, Carla.”

I wanted Carne to adopt a fresh approach and be a place where people of all social classes could feel at home. Although I initially considered this idea fanciful, Giovanni, Bella, Mom, and Luca urged me on. Food is the principal way human beings share a social environment, and my plan felt important: bringing back the ancient campfire around which we all met and communed while sharing the bread we broke.

It was late afternoon before the first foodie column journalist called. She wanted the whole story, so I regaled her with anecdotes that began in New York, journeyed through Florence, ending with the shoemaker’s factory in Piazza Bella.

It was time to deploy my plan to push back on Federico, Carla style.

“What has inspired you to open your restaurant and develop this innovative idea, Carla?”

“Federico drove me to it.”

“Federico, the Michelin Star restaurant owner?”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“Can I ask him for a quote, please?”

“Of course, my dear - I am counting on it. Please tell him I said hi and thank him for his encouragement.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Scruffy Van Weasel

◆◆◆

I heard a familiar, resonant voice chuckling from a corner of my mind. Although I was in a deep sleep, Giovanni’s comforting voice was unmistakable. His ethereal presence penetrated my dreams profoundly and led me through my imagination’s maze like a friendly, loving specter.

My body suddenly fell a thousand meters, and I jerked, wide awake, my head bouncing off Giovanni’s shoulder, drool spilling from the corner of my mouth. I was momentarily dazed, scanning in front of the van windscreen at the pothole-strewn road he tried hard to navigate with minimum impact on my rest.

I shook my head, quickly coming to full consciousness while Giovanni chuckled at my bedraggled state.

“Sorry, sweetheart - I couldn’t miss all of the potholes. Alberto has chosen a route last used by refugees escaping Mussolini.”

“It’s okay. Sorry… I was sound asleep.”

“You talked a bit… and dribbled - it was cute.”

“I feel so relaxed.”

My fiance passed me his white handkerchief, which I used to wipe up my slovenly, sleeping dribble. He laughed at me, and I slapped him playfully, feeling mildly embarrassed. We were in the marriage zone, newly engaged and learning more about the person each would spend their life with.

“Do I look a filthy mess like a scruffy van weasel, Giovanni?”

“You look cute as hell.”

“Did you pull over and sleep, too?”

“Nope… the old man is driving like we are escaping a bank heist. Alberto is stopping for nothing.”

“Bella probably has his ears talked off.”

“Alberto is a great listener.”

“Yes, he is.”

Alberto, who drove the van in front, suddenly steered wildly, going around a deep pothole. Giovanni snorted, shouted something in Italian, and gesticulated wildly with one hand while using the other to steer roughly around another massive crater.

He grabbed a walkie-talkie, shouting into it.

“This is the worst possible route, my friend.”

“We are saving a fortune on road tolls, Giovanni.”

“Yeah, using double the fuel needed to cover a longer distance and cross the mountains. My ass is aching, so I am sure Bella is uncomfortable.”

“Pah… not mountains. These are Tuscan hills.”

“Either way, you turned a two-hour drive into a six-hour adventure.”

Alberto stopped without warning, so Giovanni stood on his brakes and slid to a halt inches away from the van containing our friend and my sister. Everything on the dashboard slid forward, jamming into the space where the windscreen met plastic.

“We are here, Giovanni.”

“Where?”

“At the farm, I told you about. Bianca’s place.”

“I see no farm.”

“It’s through the gate in front of my van.”

“At best, that’s a gap in a stone wall, Alberto.”

“It’s a gate… or, at least, it once had a steel and wooden one.”

On our right side, our elevated position offered a picturesque view of a deep, forested valley, which Giovanni and I looked out on. To the driver’s side of the van, a neatly built stone wall ran along a field, but I had to agree with my fiance; what we were facing didn’t look like a gap—at best, it was a field entrance. What Alberto pointed at looked like two ruts cut into grass and mud leading through the gap in a rough natural stone wall.

Alberto leaped out of his van wearing an enormous smile and marched back to confer with Giovanni as the men had done from time to time. Their impromptu conferences about where we were, where we were going, and how long that would take amused Bella and me with their boyish exchanges.

The men were having an adventure - as for me, I was just glad to lean on my fiance’s shoulder, falling more profoundly in love with him with every minute and jolt of the van’s chassis.

While they talked, I scanned the field beside us, spotting healthy, fluffy, unfeasibly white sheep munching happily on verdant pasture. As they swayed, I imagined the next batch of pecorino cheese swilling inside their bellies. In the far distance, I saw an ancient orchard with bountiful olive, pear, and fig trees that were easily recognizable and others dotted here and there that I couldn’t quite make out.

The track from the stone wall gap was lined with bee hives, a sure sign of a farm somewhere.

It was paradise, just like Giovanni’s estate, but much smaller and a tad more rustic. As I studied the distant treeline more carefully, I saw a large natural stone farmhouse with smoke billowing from a chimney. The farm looked homely, and I pondered what living there with Giovanni might be like. It was a day since he proposed, and I was already nesting, loving that feeling of belonging to a delightful man.

Alberto and Giovanni finished their conference, and my old butcher friend glanced at me, winked, and smiled, pointing at the gap.

“Carla, through that gate, the best pecorino cheese in Italy is eating grass.”

“You’re still going with the gap having a gate?”

“I assure you it is nearby. Shall we go inside?”

“Yes, please.”

Humor aside, I looked forward to staying at Alberto’s former girlfriend’s farm. My friend was popular with the ladies long before he married, which didn’t surprise me. He was still a handsome, charming widower who could make any woman laugh.

As we rolled to a stop, Bianca stood before her house, waving and smiling as if her long-lost husband had returned. Alberto said she was around his age, although she looked considerably younger. With a long, billowing floral gypsy skirt, and a tight blouse that laced up the front in a V shape, it was clear to see from her ample cleavage that Bianca was showing her ex-boyfriend what he had missed.

Bianca hugged and kissed everyone on the cheek, except Alberto, with whom she shamelessly lingered her lips against his almost to the point it became embarrassing. A young girl brought a tray of drinks, lime cordial with elderflowers floating in the delicious mix, and we sat at a picnic bench outside in the sun, enjoying views over the vast, forested Tuscan countryside in every direction.

Our hostess gathered her skirt, tucked it between her legs, and sat down. She stared straight at me and grinned broadly. Our buying negotiation had begun.

“Alberto says you wish to buy my cheese, Carla.”

“I hope so.”

“Did you inspect my sheep?”

“Yes.”

“What breed of do I grow?”

“The Sarda, which is most common in Italy for cheese making.”

“Excellent, Carla. I don’t just sell to anyone, though.”

“Must I pass a test to become a partner?”

“Yes, because once I supply you, we are married; my cheese is joined to your cooking.”

“Maybe I should cook for you tonight.”

“Would you do that?”

“Of course.”

“If your cooking is poor, my cheese will be blamed. Your restaurant’s reputation will harm mine if you perform poorly.”

“But equally, my restaurant might elevate your cheese to new heights if people enjoy my cooking.”

“I hope so.”

Bianca grinned enthusiastically, enjoying our banter. She was a charming, experienced woman, robust like a hard cheese, although she more resembled parmesan than its softer pecorino cousin she made. She had an ironic and dry sense of humor, bonding with us through generous smiles and a jocular life outlook.

Another young girl slid a wooden platter of pecorino cheese with crackers, a jar of honey, and sliced pears onto the table. I tasted the cheese first, touching it on the tip of my tongue before biting and chewing, then swallowing Bianca’s slice of paradise.

The flavor was amazing - easily the best I ever tasted.

Without prematurely passing judgment, I cut a sliver of cheese and laid it on a plain cracker with a slice of pear and a drizzle of honey. When I bit in, I hid my deep joy at such an incredible flavor explosion to ensure I didn’t pay too high a premium.

Bianca was wise and had seduced many customers at the table where I was sitting. It was a sales pitch, cleverly worked out, and perfectly executed. She knew I loved her cheese because while the expression can deceive, the eyes never lie.

“Tell me about my cheese as though you were selling it to me, Carla.”

“Hailing from Grosseto and Siena in the region of Tuscany, pecorino toscano is softer, creamier and more grassy than pecorino romano or the sardinian version. It’s often sold fresh after just twenty days of aging but comes in semi-aged and mature variations. Your cheese is undoubtedly the best.”

“You are knowledgable and have a fine palate.”

“This cheese is matured for around thirty days.”

“Thirty-two, but you are closer than anyone has been without purely guessing.”

“Your blend of milk has greater strength because the sheep graze on natural pasture and because you love them.”

Bianca squirmed excitedly in her chair, thoroughly enjoying our exchange. I imagined she was used to compliments, but somehow, my validation was important.

“How will you serve my cheese, Carla?”

“Younger pecorino toscano is a popular table cheese, its delicate nuttiness marrying up beautifully with the sweetness of honey, fig, or pear - all of which you grow and harvest here.”

“Oh my, Carla - you are also observant. I can see why Alberto and Venice love you so much. Will you serve my cheese as an appetizer or on a dessert board?”

“Both, but not only that. Mature pecorino toscano is harder and more complex, so I will grate over pasta, soup, or risotto as a substitute for Parmigiano Reggiano. Perhaps I could make a unique cheesecake if you produce a twenty-day-old version.”

She rocked back, roaring with laughter and with joy writ large on her face. Bella, Giovanni, and Alberto looked thrilled, tucking into the cheeseboard like a condemned man’s final meal, demolishing what were supposed to be sales samples.

“Would you like a job selling my cheese, Carla?”

“In a manner of speaking, I will be selling your cheese in my restaurant, Bianca.”

“For the first time, I feel desperate to close a deal.”

“I feel the same way.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Love Is In The Air

◆◆◆

There are family dinners, and then there are dinner tables surrounded by Italian families. As I slaved in the kitchen, a crowd around the nearby dining table grew beyond the number of chairs available. I watched teenagers sharing a seat with adults, their parents, uncles, or aunts - each chair partner shuffled their butts until an equitable share of wood was agreed, and both were equally uncomfortable.

But their discomfort mattered not, evidenced by excited chatter, smiles, laughter, hugs, and kisses that melted my heart and further fueled my nesting instincts. Bianca had a large clan, and they loved her deeply.

While I heated oil in a cast iron saucepan, my sister sidled closer, handing me chopped carrots, garlic, celery, and onions.

“Will you have enough minestrone, Carla?”

“Yes, for sure. I think we have fifteen people for dinner now, right?”

“We do. You stuffed enough pasta for a legion, but I’m unsure about the soup or the bread you baked.”

“Only serve bread with the soup. We don’t have enough for an appetizer.”

“Yes, chef.”

I nudged Bella jokingly. She helped me prepare dinner while Giovanni uncorked his table wine, handing out samples to those of age to sip them. Those not of age purloined a few sips from their adult family member. Alberto sat with Bianca in his lap, a beaming smile splitting his face from ear to ear. He was overjoyed to be with his ex-girlfriend and her immense family.

I nodded for Bella to join me at the stove so I could stir the Soffritto, the base for my minestrone, while we gossiped.

“Did you notice Alberto wasn’t assigned a bedroom, Bella?”

“Oh, but he was, dear sister.”

She pursed her lips in disapproval, then burst out laughing, and I immediately knew why.

“Nooo.”

“Yes. He’s in Bianca’s bedroom.”

“They are still lovers?”

“They sure are for tonight.”

I giggled with Bella; our heads joined like knaves in a den, plotting the nation’s downfall. I couldn’t blame Alberto or Bianca because both were beautiful inside and out, and they were clearly in love or something like that, regardless of the distance between them.

Bianca was astute, shooting us a quizzical look. She stood up and strolled casually into the kitchen area, joining us as though inspecting our progress. Our hostess targeted me with an innocent, kind expression that would draw out the truth from any seasoned liar - something I was surely not.

“Are you ladies gossiping?”

I tried keeping a straight face while Bella, standing behind Bianca, cupped a hand over her mouth, stifling laughter with eyes alive in mirth. My will broke quickly, and I joined her, giggling riotously like a schoolgirl.

“Yes.”

“Are you gossiping about me, Carla?”

“Yes… sorry.”

“Me and Alberto?”

“Please don’t make me laugh anymore.”

“Can you blame me for desiring such a man?”

“No… I would, too, if he were thirty years younger and I was single. Alberto is handsome and a king among men.”

“I love him dearly but only see him once a month when I travel to Venice by train.”

“Oh, I see.”

Bianca had struck me as happy-go-lucky, but now, I saw her sadness and felt guilty about laughing, so I hugged her, an act of womanly kindness and solidarity.

“I’m sorry, Bianca. We meant no offense - it just came as a surprise, which it shouldn’t.”

“You weren’t to know.”

“Alberto seems to love you. I’ve never seen him look happier.”

“I believe he does love me - I surely love him deeply.”

It took Bella and me another hour to finish preparing dinner, by which time two more adults joined, and more chairs were found. A simple meal with Bianca’s family turned into a banquet, the raucous noise of which must have attracted her sheep. I heard them bleating, and soon, after a meat and pecorino cheese stuffed pasta course was devoured, our host cocked her head toward the front door and went outside into the darkness.

I followed Bianca, curious and with a mind to help if needed. More than two hundred sheep had gathered outside, casually munching the grass near her home, bleating as though pleading to be tended to.

Our host spun on her heels as I approached, mildly surprised by my presence.

“Oh, sorry… it’s you, Carla. You gave me a fright.”

“I’m about to serve pecorino cheesecake with a honey drizzle.”

“I will be a few minutes behind you. My sheep wish to bed indoors, so I will shepherd them to the barn.”

“Do they sleep there every night?”

“No… they have caught the wolf’s scent this evening… possibly a roving pack looking for a plump, easy meal.”

“Jesus, I had no idea there were wolves here.”

“We have wolves and wild boar, dear. I shoot enough of the pigs to deter them from attacking my flock, but I lost two sheep to the wolf pack last month. I must get some dogs - a friend has a litter of Maremano-Abruzzese pups. I should take them - three at least. In a year, they will frighten the wolves.”

I helped Bianca usher the sheep into a secure barn. Back inside her home, she cautioned me and everyone dining to avoid being outside alone and without a firearm. The wolves were unlikely to attack human beings, but if one strayed across their path and they felt threatened, anything could happen.

Everyone agreed my pear-infused cheesecake with honey drizzled over the top was a triumph, so I made a mental note to add it to my menu. I traded recipe ideas and my cheese discovery in a brainstorming food group chat with Luca, Noah, Sebastien, and Angelo, noting that Sam and my mother had been added since I left. The images around Bianca’s table and those of my now-near-famous dessert elicited an excited reaction.

After dinner, I sat in Giovanni’s lap, listening to children singing a capella by the fireplace like angels in church.

“You’re going to be my husband soon, Giovanni.”

“And you shall be my beloved wife.”

“Have you enjoyed this evening with a large family?”

“Very much… and you?”

“I love this life, but I want my restaurant and your vineyard to succeed.”

“Are you worried we cannot have one without the other?”

“We have two dynamic businesses, a wedding to cater for, a restaurant to open, and a life together that must be planned.”

“Babies won’t be a problem, Carla - if that’s what you worry about.”

“How do you know?”

“I will do a deal on the vineyard with my sisters that allows me to be in Venice with you. I shall help you in the restaurant as you wish and promote my wine with a baby on my back and another strapped to my chest. You’ll only need to allow me to milk you every evening so I don’t disturb you the next day.”

“I sound like a cow.”

“To our babies, you will be.”

“And to you?”

“You will never be a cow, but I might enjoy being breastfed.”

“You’re so fucking naughty.”

“I’m sure everyone does it.”

“Are you willing to give up all your hard work to your sisters?”

“I am willing to share with the people I love dearly. I don’t see it as a gift.”

“Oh, Giovanni… you are such an amazing man.”

“You make me want to be better.”

I held his head close to my breast, where he must have heard my racing heart. I felt Giovanni’s stiff cock press hard against my ass cheeks and wished I could slide it deep inside my pussy, but now was neither the time nor the place, regardless of how aroused I was.

The evening wore on, and many games were played, including charades by the fireplace and a regional version of Gin Rummy at the dining table. Gradually, after lots more hugs, kisses, and handshakes, Bianca’s family left for their own homes, either within walking distance or a short car journey away.

My sister was weary; I presumed it was from our long journey, maybe because of her pregnancy or a combination of both. Soon, only my fiance and I were left with a crackling, comforting fire and distant wolves howling.

I fell asleep, curled in Giovanni’s lap, dreaming of having his babies. When he lifted me, I was barely awake, hearing only the thumping of a headboard slamming against a wall as my beloved carried me past Bianca’s bedroom door. He laughed, waking me fully, and I cocked my head momentarily toward the frenzied, erotic action.

I smiled and kissed my fiance passionately.

“Please, will you fuck me like that tonight?”

“Like what, Carla?”

“Like a wolf riding his mate.”

“I shall indeed.”

Inside our bedroom, I was quickly stripped naked and flung onto the bed. Somehow, Giovanni went down on me while undressing, wildly flinging his clothes to the room’s four corners while his tongue expertly plowed along the sticky slit between my swollen, creamy pussy lips. I trembled uncontrollably, quickly rising toward an orgasm, gripping my fiance’s ears far too tightly, tugging his mouth into my pussy while I spread my legs wide.

I screamed, ecstatic from the tonguing my pussy loved dearly as Giovanni clenched his lips tightly around my solid, throbbing clitoris and sucked while licking the tingling tip. He wet a finger and rubbed the ridges around my tingling anal whorl - a first for me, but I knew, as another taboo was ticked off, that it wouldn’t be the last time he fingered my back passage. I relaxed submissively, giving my fiance the green light for whatever he was minded to do.

When Giovanni popped his finger up to the first knuckle, fingering inside my back passage while sucking my clitoris, I exploded, writhing in deep pleasure while wriggling, partly ashamed of the defiling act. I was aflame, rising and in heat in the truest sense of the word, ovulating like a sticky, creamy mess of a girl who desperately needed cock inside her pussy and a finger deep inside her puckered naughty hole.

My orgasm rose almost to an explosive peak as my brain sizzled, every muscle tensed, my sinews stretched until cramps gripped me, and I cried out in uncontrollable rapture.

Then Giovanni stopped, rolled beside me, and held his cock straight up, nodding at it.

“Ride my cock, Carla. Take what belongs to you.”

“Oh, I fucking will.”

I hurriedly straddled my beloved, already close to an orgasm, tingling all over as my pleasure was suspended for a few seconds while I squatted my dripping wet pussy lips over my fiance’s cock. I gripped Giovanni’s thick, long shaft and rubbed the swollen glans up and down my quivering slit, pausing at my creamy clitoris, dragging that around in a circle so my pussy hole grew more desperate to be fucked.

When I slid my throbbing pussy down Giovanni’s stiff, gnarly cock, I felt his bulging urethra that would carry the baby-making seed I craved deep inside me. My pussy stretched wide, warming, and tingling in utter ecstasy. I screamed and groaned, enjoying the love in his eyes as I took him balls deep inside me.

Something about fucking Giovanni felt spiritual - having the most private part of his body deep inside me got me off - knowing his seed would swim inside me doubled that loving sensation. My orgasm came quickly, and I rode each wave of scintillating pleasure that lifted me to a frisson of excitement and joy, rocking back and forth on his delightful shaft, grinding my sticky, solid clitoris into his pubic bush and bone that thrust up, unyieldingly to greet me.

I placed my palms on his chest, dripped my silken hair into his face, and slid my pussy up and down Giovanni’s cock, banging like a jackhammer pounds concrete. My pussy shuddered, spasming as I gripped his cock tightly, milking the man of my dreams, desperate for his seed.

When Giovanni orgasmed, I recorded his cum face for posterity as ripples of joy crossed his cheeks and his nostrils snorted like a dragon’s breath consuming everything nearby. His eyes were on fire, lava pools erupting, and his wild, almost desperate emotions caught me, all power directed at my soul.

Being filled with Giovanni’s semen was my greatest pleasure, an act of submission I had no trouble with. My pussy was his to cum inside, and what was left there after he slid out his sticky, twitching cock belonged to me, a gift from my king and the future father of my babies.

I slumped into Giovanni, panting with my head on his chest, drooling saliva into his thick hair, listening to his racing heart. My beloved’s fingers found mine, and we clenched one another’s tightly, still profoundly affected by our lingering orgasm.

When I eventually rose, I slipped on fresh panties, retaining whatever seed I could from my lover’s deposit deep inside me. I passed him tissues so he could clean the mess on his cock and a few drops of semen that dribbled from my gaping wide pussy, which matted his pubic hair.

I settled in for the night, kissing Giovanni, my leg cocked over his, my body tucked into his side, my head on his chest.

“You are like a barnacle on my ship’s hull, Carla.”

“Is it too much for you?”

“Never too much. You are so warm, too, and tonight it feels chilly because we are so high up, but I wouldn’t care if I sweat like a pig as long as you were close by.”

“Am I too clingy, Giovanni?”

“Not at all, my love. I want us to be close too, and I can honestly say you are neither needy nor lacking confidence.”

I drifted off to sleep, waking when I heard the barn open and two hundred sheep released. I rolled off Giovanni, who slept motionless like the ancient Egyptians—a perfect bed partner. Showering alone felt wrong, but there was no need to wake my fiance, and I had work to do that shouldn’t interrupt his rest—which he needed so he could drive the van daily.

Dressed in sweats and sneakers, I caught up with Bianca on the way to her fields. She grinned and waved, hugging me when I reached her.

“We were noisy last night. I am sure Bella is vexed.”

“You heard us?”

“Just as you heard me and Alberto.”

“Yes, I did - you provoked something… a nice something.”

“Love is in the air, Carla. I feel it.”

“I think it’s in the water, too.”

We laughed together, friends, hopefully forever. She looked at me with the eye of a shrewd businesswoman, ready to negotiate; then, she dropped the act and shrugged her shoulders.

“You seem to be an honest person, Carla. Pay me the best price you can when you are able to afford it.”

“I will. I shall sell your cheese, honey, figs, and pears at a deli counter in a small shop I am planning beside the main restaurant. Can you jar some pear slices in syrup?”

“Yes, of course. I don’t sell them - I give them away.”

“I will pay and cook with them or sell to others.”

“That helps enormously. I don’t struggle, but I am not wealthy either.”

“You are happy, Bianca - that matters a great deal.”

“Yes, I would be happier if I could visit Venice more often. When you leave, I will miss Alberto. When I visit him, we must sneak off to a hotel so his children do not know we are in love. This expensive lifestyle limits the time we can share.”

“We have space in Venice for you to stay free of charge - apartments and a boarding house. Come and visit anytime.”

“Thank you, Carla.”

“Did you enjoy the cheesecake last night?”

“It was a winner, right? Surprising, I thought.”

“I loved it. Can you produce a fifteen-day-old cheese for that, please?”

“It will be softer and milder, yes, that will be perfect, I think, and a better margin for me.”

“Will you please send this order to my Head Chef, Noah, today? I have shared some dessert ideas with him, including pastries.”

I handed over a note with a list and some cash. Bianca pocketed the money without counting it. She was more interested in my shopping list, smiling as she mentally ticked off each item. When she reached the end, she looked delighted and grinned at me.

“I will ship it today. Chefs usually use cheaper cheeses for cooking with.”

“I will use your cheese in everything - meatballs, patties, salads, soups, and stews. I’m considering Spaghe Alla Carbonara, Bucatini All'Amatriciana, Cacio e Pepe, and Pasta alla Gricia.”

“I am putting on weight just from the thoughts of that.”

“Luca will also want to buy your cheese, I am sure.”

“That’s Bella’s husband?”

“Yes.”

Sure enough, after breakfast and as we loaded both vans, Bella handed Bianca a list longer than mine with more cash that our hostess pocketed without counting. With tears in her eyes, she hugged us, lingering with Alberto and drawing him around the corner of her home for a special moment.

Bella approached me, smiling cutely.

“Luca wants your cheesecake recipe, sister - I told him to ask, but he feels awkward.”

“Why awkward?”

“Because you are building a menu for Carne.”

“I thought we were building together, Bella.”

“I told him he was being stupid and should just ask you. We are family first and rivals never.”

“That’s no problem. I’ll message him the recipe today, but you should ask Bianca to add a jar or two of honey and a small basket of pears to your list.”

“Done already.”

“Shall we swap vans today, Bella? I want to chat with Alberto about the suppliers he has in mind.”

“You mean you want me to get to know my future brother-in-law better.”

“Yes… sorry. It’s important to me.”

“If you love him, I love him, Carla - just not in the same way as you demonstrated last night.”

“You heard us?”

“Everyone heard you.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Wise Old Sage

◆◆◆

After bidding Bianca farewell, I hugged Bella and Giovanni before both headed to their van, preparing for the long drive ahead. I joined Alberto, who looked sad or grumpy, possibly both.

It was important that Bella liked my fiance as much as I did Luca. My boss and my relationship was a familial rather than romantic love that strengthened our group and bound me even more firmly to my sister. Giovanni’s wine, Bella’s restaurant, Luca’s, and my food were powerful business combinations that undoubtedly would spill over into our family inter-relationships.

Then there was Sarah, Sam, and Margarita, outliers to my DNA but much loved friends and staunch allies in battle should I need help tackling Giovanni’s sister and Federico - my current clear and present dangers.

My mother was also a critical factor in our future happiness—a lynchpin, so to speak. Her relationship with my half-sibling was secure and mutually loving. It was almost as though Mom had taken Matilde’s place without intent.

The loving connections I had taken for granted suddenly felt precarious. Negotiating my first deal with Bianca set off a chain reaction where I considered cost, profit factors, recipe, and service ideas in the round - I was less of a chef and more of a patroness with emerging challenges and responsibilities. Future family and friendship outcomes depended on my new restaurant, which was an unknown quantity.

As I settled into the seat beside Alberto, he studied me carefully, grinning.

“Your sister used cushions to lean against the side window and dribble on my glass. She is a van weasel.”

“I’d rather talk than drool.”

“A lot on your mind, is it my girl?”

“Yes.”

“The prospect of marriage will do that to any man or woman.”

“It’s a journey.”

“You are worried about the restaurant, Carne, and how your ownership might impact the people you love. I get it.”

“You are a wise man, Alberto.”

“Hence, you wish to share my chariot and seek free counsel.”

Alberto spun the van in a wide circle, violently scrunching gravel in front of Bianca’s house. He looked emotional, waving, smiling, and blowing kisses at her as she stood with folded arms, looking troubled and broken-hearted.

I noticed a tear in my friend’s eye that rolled down a sun-blasted, leathery cheek, perching on a precipice of his thick, ruddy, trembling lips. Allowing my friend to compose himself, I enjoyed the stunning hilltop views painted warmly by an early morning sun. Admiring sheep-filled pastures, a mysterious misty pine forest, and ancient fruit groves gave me time to settle a few thoughts, enjoying a beautiful day and an hour of silence.

“I love my friends and family, Alberto.”

“It is easy to see that, but I sense you are afraid of something.”

“Fighting is not in my nature. This thing with Federico drains my positive energy. I worry that Viola will be next, then someone else will come along, disturbing our peaceful existence, driving a wedge.”

“There will always be emotional vampires circling you, Carla. It is their nature; the weak come to the strong; they are bitter and parched and suck your life’s blood if you allow them to. You must know them when they visit and instantly push them away.”

“Yes. That’s it exactly.”

“Don’t fight toxic people, Carla - they thrive on disharmony and stress. Defeat these people before they sink in their teeth.”

“I missed the opportunity to deflect Federico.”

“I disagree. You have not yet rolled up your sleeves to bloody his nose. I would call your attacks on him a shot across the bow.”

“Will he perceive it the same way, Alberto?”

“You will see soon. The reporter you spoke to will seek him out today.”

“Yes.”

“As for Viola - this is a matter for you and Giovanni to decide. You are a formidable couple, not yet aligned.”

“What do you mean we are not aligned?”

“You are still in the lovers moment, where love beguiles all things. You wonder how your life had meaning before Giovanni or how it could again without him.”

“Wow - you are philosophical today, my friend.”

“You and Giovanni are catching up with love, which has raced away, flailing its wild arms in all directions, proclaiming that you and he are the match made in heaven. At some point, you must discuss what that means in the real world.”

“I want him to partner with me in the restaurant. Giovanni doesn’t dominate or push me around; his ideas are incredible, and I want more. He offered me the money to buy the shoemaker’s place.”

“Then why not have that discussion with him?”

“I don’t want Giovanni to feel like I am trailing him away from the vineyard he loves deeply. That might backfire in years to come.”

“You could consider making red wine at Carne and Trattoria Bella’s on-site in Venice. As long as you transport Giovanni’s grapes at two degrees centigrade and in sealed, food-standard plastic boxes, protecting them from mold - you can do it.”

“How do you know that?”

He instantly regretted the revelation, contorting his face as though cursing himself. Alberto bowed, almost banging his head off the steering wheel, gripping it hard and swearing in Italian while barely clinging to a narrow road with steep slopes on the passenger side.

“You can’t leave it like that, Alberto - spit it out. How do you know this?”

“Giovanni told me it was possible.”

“Why did he discuss this with you and not me?”

“Your fiance doesn’t wish to intrude in your empire. That man’s only desire is to make you happy, Carla. He’s been thinking of ways to spend more time with you. The idea of separation drives him to desperation.”

“Stop the van, please.”

‘It’s supposed to be a secret between men.”

“I don’t care - stop the van, now.”

“Why?”

“Just stop the van, Alberto - please.”

He ground to a halt beside a vineyard, most ironically. I had already slipped off my seatbelt and was halfway out of the door as the van stopped. I marched back to Giovanni’s van, approaching the driver’s side, much to his amazement and terror, ignoring that my sister was sleeping.

Giovanni wound down the window with some trepidation

“What’s wrong, Carla?”

“You are, honey.”

“What did I do?”

I grabbed my fiance, gripping both cheeks firmly but gently, pulling Giovanni’s face out of the open window. I kissed him passionately, enjoying his softening lips, warm, exciting tongue, and the single open-eye stare and smile of my shocked sister.

When I detached from my kiss, Bella closed her eyes tightly, undoubtedly listening intently. Giovanni looked pleasantly ambushed, licking his lips and enjoying the residue of our kiss.

“Seriously, Carla - what did I do?”

“Have you been planning to make wine in Venice?”

“Fucking hell.”

“Giovanni! Did you?”

“Did Alberto squeal on me - it was just an idea at this stage. I never meant to take over or push you into something.”

“Explain it to me, please.”

“If I do a deal with my sisters to share our vineyard, it won’t include our home or the land.”

“Our vineyard… our home?”

“Of course, Carla… how can I not share everything fifty, fifty with you? Soon, you will be my wife and the mother of my children.”

“Sharing goes both ways, honey.”

“That is up to you, and I have no expectations in that regard.”

“What about the wine being made in Venice?”

“I can structure a deal with my sisters whereby we take an agreed percentage of the harvest in lieu of our profit share. I can safely transport the grapes to Venice by truck and boat, then… well, you and Bella have extensive basements under your restaurants, and I have the capital to turn them into a winery.”

“Wow… and you would do that for me, Giovanni?”

“I would do anything for you. We could produce wine at the same prices as in my vineyard because not paying for growing and harvesting would cancel transportation and handling costs. Then, you and Bella could sell the wine at full retail.”

“We’d make a killing.”

“It would certainly help fill the coffers.”

“You’re a genius.”

“I am inspired by you, Carla.”

“But you might have mentioned this to me sooner. I have been worrying about the distance between us if you continue running your wine estate.”

“The house and land will always belong to us. The winery and profits will be shared, and I shall have no further need to be there. My sisters will be empowered and enthused, and all will be well.”

“If Viola agrees to the deal.”

“It’s the best deal she and my sisters will ever get. I bought the land, nurtured the vines, mastered my craft, and invested in the winery. They understand and respect that.”

“Will Viola take the deal?”

“I have no idea, Carla. I wanted to discuss it with you, Luca, and Bella first.”

My sister blinked and grinned, yawning while stretching her arms, pretending that she was only waking up. Giovanni shook his head sarcastically, knowing Bella had heard every word between us.

She leaned across and hugged him.

“I love my future brother-in-law so much, Carla.”

“So do I.”

“We will be the only restaurants in Venice with an in-house winery. Our region is famous for Prosecco, Soave, Bardolino, Valpolicella, and the daddy, Amarone, but I don’t know anyone who ferments inside the city.”

“Federico will have a fit, Bella.”

“Yes, he will. Seeing him swallowed up by his hubris and anger will be great fun.”

“I want to end this war, not throw petrol on its flames.”

“Then you must meet Federico and quarrel until he is exhausted.”

“I have no spare energy for a pointless fight.”

“Then win without spilling any more blood.”

I kissed Giovanni again, thanking him, even though he seemed embarrassed that I did. He was thinking like a married man, in terms of forever, sharing all he had without fear or any questioning of my motives, not even asking if I would reciprocate.

I kissed Giovanni again and returned to sit silently beside Alberto as he drove. I warmed in love, feeling deep contentment rippling through me like murmurs of my soul, speaking happiness to every fiber of my being. My friend left me alone in my thoughts for an hour before asking a solemn question.

“Should I tell my sons about Bianca?”

“Do you love her?”

“With all of my heart.”

“Then, of course, you should tell them, and you must find a way to be with her, too.”

“Like Giovanni has found a way to be with you?”

“Do you think he is giving up too much?”

“To have the woman of his dreams? Giovanni is paying cheap to get what he wants, and he knows it.”

“He’s giving everything up.”

“Yes… exactly my point.”

“Then what are you waiting for, Alberto?”

“My sons miss their mother, and it is hard to tell them I have moved on. I mean, how do I sell it to them?”

“Nothing can ease that pain for them, but you have a second chance at love and would be a fool not to take it.”

“Would you miss me if I lived in Tuscany? My sons don’t need me in the shop. I am a dusty legend that needs to be replaced by their energy and a new reputation.”

“I would miss you, but I would be delighted knowing you and Bianca were happy. We could still visit each other often. I feel a bond with her and you.”

“Those bonds are never broken, Carla, and when reunited as friends, it is as though we were never apart. That’s how it was between me and your father. If he were here now, we would have the same conversation you and I did.”

“Did you speak of love and friendship together?”

“Nonstop… unless we discussed food, wine, and butchery.”

We stopped in Greve, a small, pleasant town in the Chianti region, after visiting an almond farm that didn’t impress me.

After showering in the honeymoon suite - the only room left for us, Giovanni and I joined Bella and Alberto for a light dinner. Sitting opposite the famous butcher Falorni, who took up almost the whole frontage of one side of the square, was a people and life-watchers’ paradise.

Tourists browsed, while locals scurried home or shopped for a few last-minute provisions for their family dinner. Our minestrone was excellent, although the fresh, crusty bread could have been excellent if it had been given half an hour more to rise. I didn’t feel hungry, so I passed on the grilled, herb-encrusted, and lemony-flavored Tuscan-inspired pork belly served with roasted Charlotte potatoes and green beans. While they ate, I pondered Giovanni and my good fortune to be his fiancee.

When Alberto finished his main course, he eyed me, clearly with a bone to pick.

“I don’t understand why you disapproved of the almonds today, Carla.”

“There was nothing wrong with the quality.”

“What was it then?”

“I feel they should be local - from the Veneto. If Bella’s cafe wants to expand into Venice’s famed sweet biscuits, cakes, and pastries flavored with almond, ginger, cinnamon, and rosewater, the ingredients must be local.”

“But these almonds are far cheaper than the ones from Veneto.”

“If we use almonds from out of the region, the products will be declared inauthentic by every other vendor in the city. These sweet treats are ferociously Venetian, just like the local people.”

“I hadn’t considered that.”

I easily won the debate. There are some things you could get away with taking shortcuts, but where Venice’s staunch traditions were at stake, standards were severe. Reputations and, therefore, sales were won or lost by observing a recipe’s origins and provenance.

I smiled politely, stood up, and reached for Giovanni’s hand, excusing us from our group. My fiance followed me, and we walked a circuit of the market square as the sun ducked behind nearby hills and a chilly breeze elicited goosebumps on my arms and bare legs.

“Is there something wrong, Carla?”

“I feel like I haven’t been open with you, Giovanni.”

“In what way?”

“While you have been planning our future, I have been planning mine.”

“I have a stable, long-term business - you are creating that from the beginning, realizing a dream your father motivated in you.”

“You are so much like Jack Keady, Giovanni.”

“Are you suggesting you have Daddy issues?”

“Not at all. My father was a kind, family-devoted man who was hard-working and honest, always considering Mom and me before himself.”

“I am proud to be your future husband.”

“I am also proud to be your wife in a short few months, Giovanni.”

“I sense a but in the air.”

Giovanni sensed correctly, and I paused our walk, turning to face him; wild emotions gripped me as I stared deeply into his eyes. I shed a tear, which my beloved wiped off my cheek with a handkerchief.

“Are you okay, Carla?”

“I want to share Carne with you - fifty, fifty, you and me.”

“Oh my - that isn’t necessary.”

“You are sharing everything you have with me. I should have done this already.”

“But that’s different… I… you-.”

I leaned forward, placing a finger on Giovanni’s lips, shutting down his objections immediately. His eyes brimmed with tears, and I drew him closer, kissing the man I loved dearly.

“My mind is made up, Giovanni - we are a partnership in every way, just as you have designed us to be.”

“I want you to be free to run your restaurant however you wish. I wanted to be there, supporting and cheering you on with all my heart. It is my greatest desire to watch you succeed without interference.”

“I want to share every aspect of my life with you, honey.”

“Thank you, my dear, sweet Carla.”

“Can we leave now, please, and go to bed?”

“Shall we make some noise like last night?”

“I think it would be rude not to - we have the honeymoon suite after all.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

From Twenty Eight Thousand Feet

◆◆◆

My sister eyed me from across our breakfast table. She looked serious, contrasting the beautiful morning we enjoyed as sisters spending private time together.

“What is it?”

“I think you are becoming a slut, Carla.”

“Why would you say that, sister?”

I almost spilled my coffee in shock when she said it. Then, I saw a mischievous grin growing on her face as my cheeks reddened.

“You bitch.”

“We all become sluts when the right man comes along, Carla. Giovanni is the right man, and this road trip is the appropriate time for you to overwhelm him with desire, love, and a woman’s beguilement.”

“Were we noisy again last night?’

“I could only make out your voice, dear. You are a screamer.”

“So are you, Bella.”

“We are sisters.”

I giggled, and Bella grinned, munching on a warm croissant while glancing in all directions to ensure our modesty was retained and secrets were unrevealed. Greve in Chianti was a wonderful town, crammed with old-world, rustic, Italian charm, as seen through its architecture, independent shops, market stalls, and the people hurrying around the square doing early morning chores.

Giovanni woke before me, needing to visit a nearby winery to discuss a deal where each brand would promote the other’s high-end reserve red wines. This tactic was common for independent growers, who competed with distributors on range and price. Still, I was more interested in what else the local vineyard had to offer, but that came with a niggle I was still dealing with.

“How did Giovanni take the news that his balsamic vinegar isn’t suitable for your restaurant, Carla?”

“Not well at first, but then he understood and said he would get a deal done for me today.”

“I am happy with his product at Trattoria Bella.”

“I know, but I want something different. Around here, the guy Giovanni is visiting ages the balsamic in mulberry wood.”

“Is it that much better?”

“Yes. Giovanni says he will make his balsamic the same way, but it takes four years before the first bottle is ready. I told him I could use his for cooking.”

“Fuck! I’m surprised the poor man didn’t put you across his knee for saying that.”

“He wanted to, but love conquers all, Bella.”

“Have you convinced Giovanni?”

“I explained… you know, about the time in fermentation, the wood finishing and how that imparts a certain flavor… blah, blah, then I explained about blending and the better quality being for the table for diners to lift their salads, cheese boards, roasted vegetables, desserts, and even a Negroni I have planned.”

“And then you fucked him?”

“Yes… I did, and that worked far better than my explanation.”

“Actions speak louder than words, Carla.”

“Not when I am screaming.”

“It always works. Kiss, cuddle, love, and make love to that man, and he is enslaved to you forever. Make him a sandwich when he is tired, always smile, and when he needs your submission - give it because Giovanni only wants what is best for you.”

“As does Luca for you.”

“Yes, but we are talking about your future husband, not my current one. Spill the beans, please, Carla.”

“I felt terrible after we made love because I never intended to bribe him that way, but when he snuggled close to me in the early hours, Giovanni said any awkwardness was his fault for being unnecessarily offended.”

“You have a king among men.”

“As you do, also, Bella.”

“Yes, I do. With a prince or princess on the way.”

Bella stroked her flat belly with a palm. She was barely showing, but my sister often explained that she felt life growing inside her, nurturing it by singing, caressing, and loving. She was at peace with the world only because of Luca’s insistence. My brother-in-law wanted to go further, forcing Bella to rest more often in the months ahead. He would steal Sam from the cafe to help manage the Trattoria because he didn’t want his wife on her feet all day.

Luca asked me to convince my sister that she needed help, so I tried to shape our conversation that way. She realized something was up, especially now I eyed her; it felt like I was stepping carefully into the dragon’s lair.

“Are you managing with work okay, Bella?”

“Oh, don’t you start. I knew you mentioned Luca for a reason.”

She wagged a finger at me accusatorily while I hid behind the bowl of excellent coffee that covered a pause in our exchange.

“You can’t expect people who love you not to care, Bella.”

“But they should respect boundaries.”

“Are there boundaries between sisters?”

“Oh, come on - that’s so fucking unfair.”

Bella’s nostrils flared, and I saw the dragon had fully woken. She gulped her coffee as though desperately consuming it before rushing to leave, but I placed a steady hand on hers when she set down the cup.

“Luca is making sense. It’s all good now, early in the second trimester, but when you are more heavily pregnant in a few months, where’s the harm in spending a few hours sitting out front of the Trattoria, watching everything, doing paperwork, placing orders, and being on hand while others do the work.”

“I built Trattoria Bella with Mama since I was a little girl.”

“You are building a family now - which is more important.”

“Carla… you are becoming too clever for your own good.”

“Luca wants Sam to help for a few hours daily; for heaven’s sake, it’s not that big of a deal. You won’t have to interview anyone or worry about how your place is being managed. Consider her your fallback plan. She’s given birth twice, so nobody understands what you are going through better.”

“You’ve ambushed me, Carla.”

Bella shook her head, simmering with Italian indignation. Her cheeks flushed, and her nose twitched. A knee trembled up and down, vibrating through the wooden table and rippling across the surface of my coffee.

“Calm down, please, Bella.”

“I don’t want to give up on my Trattoria.”

“Nobody is asking you too. I’m with Luca on this.”

“Turncoat.”

“You’d do the same if our roles were reversed.”

“Probably, but I am the bigger sister who instinctively knows better.”

“Which means you are older, and it is proper that you get pregnant before me.”

Amid much shaking of her head, Bella calmed down, sipping her coffee. My sister sighed when she set the cup down, then grimaced at me. It was as close to a yield as possible - so I took it.

“Okay, Carla… but Sam is a contingency plan, and you will conspire no more with my husband.”

“I shall if it’s the best thing for you.”

Bella glanced away, taking in the growing marketplace activities. Farmers had arrived, and their wives and children helped set up the family stall, a square pole frame affair with red, blue, and white striped tarpaulins overhead—protection from the powerful sun.

On the stall, slanted presentations, immense Amalfi lemons were a perfect yellow contrast between green chilis on one side and bright red Roma tomatoes on the other. Fresh nuts of all types were piled high, some freshly roasted and others raw, surrounded by green, red, black, and yellow pulses with packed bags of dried pasta in rows of plain, green spinach and black squid ink made in multiple shapes.

I saw a porchetta roasting on a spit over charcoal to be ready for lunch and a vendor selling ornate bottles of olive oil while another approached browsing customers offering tiny cardboard tasting cups of amaretto liquor.

These were the simple scenes of joy that brought Greve to life.

Giovanni approached through the crowd, carrying a wooden crate full of bottles. He set his treasure down on the floor, kissed Bella on the cheeks, and then me on my lips before placing a simple bottle of balsamic vinegar on the table.

It was the balsamic I had crooned about, much to his chagrin.

“What do you think of it, Giovanni?”

“It is the best balsamic I ever tasted… much better than mine.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“Competitive… humbled… overjoyed.”

“Overjoyed? Why?”

“Today, I was taught to make the same product myself. Guido has given me the instructions I need, and in return, he wishes to visit my vineyard for a week to understand our process.”

“And you don’t mind sharing your secrets?”

“Not at all. When I give away my secrets, I am forced to create and improve myself. Our balsamic will be the finest in the world in ten years, as will our food and wine. Thanks to you, Carla, I have a new bar to leap over.”

I felt so incredibly proud of my fiance. I imagined the day I bore his children and how wonderful they would be in his image. Of course, I would contribute my DNA, but it was heartwarming, to the point I wanted to cry, knowing I would be impregnated by such an immense, towering strength of a man.

“I love you, Giovanni.”

“I love you too, Carla. Please excuse me. I must put these treasures away.”

He pointed at the wooden crate, stood, and lifted it, blowing me a kiss. Bella saw my emotions had peaked and that I simmered, unnecessarily aroused, and warmed by Giovanni’s words. After he left, my sister leaned close and whispered.

“I told you, Carla. Men are so wonderful and such simple creatures to satisfy.”

“Unlike sisters.”

She screwed up her face, poking out a tongue, before clapping her hands together like closing a book.

“I will speak with Sam when we return home. Can that be an end to the matter?”

“For now - yes.”

“Okay. Where are we going today?”

“Falorni - the butcher across the marketplace.”

“And what is your desire with this butcher? Will Alberto feel pain from your infidelity?”

Alberto sat down beside Bella at that very moment, grinning, stealing the last quarter of her croissant while raucously ordering a double espresso from a passing waiter. The man nodded curtly, veered off to one side, inside the cafe, and then returned within a minute, sliding a perfect espresso in front of our friend.

“What’s this about Falorni, Bella?”

“I just wondered why we visit a butcher when we have you.”

“Alas, I cannot supply the volume you need, and I am too much of a part of your family to buy from Falorni and sell on.”

“Whoa… is that what you do, Alberto?”

“I cannot make enough for both of your restaurants, let alone supply my customers. The fact is, Falorni makes a better product because he uses wild boar cuts from the hills around here. They are damn fine pigs.”

He hadn’t entirely answered Bella’s question. Instead, Alberto waved his arm expansively, indicating the glorious, forested hills in every direction were home to the pigs we would visit soon, albeit ours were shot, butchered, cured, and ready to sample. I’d already talked with my friend about what he could and could not supply, but I hadn’t caught Bella up.

I stared at my sister, grinning.

“This is how we reduce our costs, Bella. We consolidate our order and have it delivered by pallet load every month.”

“Do you have a shopping list?”

“Not really, but I want to buy samples for a tasting session with Luca, Noah, and everyone at the Trattoria kitchen.”

“What interests you?”

“Getting away from the ripoff Venetian wholesalers mostly.”

“I mean products?”

“Falorni is known locally for many products, but the bresaola interests me most. Theirs has a beautiful deep red color and soft, delicate flavor. Its meat is compact and almost entirely fat-free, making it ideal for reducing calories without losing taste.”

“Until it became too expensive, Mama served an excellent bresaola at the Trattoria. I remember it well - thinly sliced, dressed with oil, salt, and lemon, and topped with parmesan flakes and rocket.”

“I know, Bella. She got hers from the butcher’s shop that we are sitting opposite.”

“Mama bought all of her charcuterie from Alberto, as we do now.”

When the penny dropped, my sister stared at Alberto through squinted eyes, looking deeply offended. He reeled back, terrified, until Bella smiled and laughed.

“I thought you stopped making it, Alberto.”

“It got too pricey for me to buy and sell.”

“You are a rogue.”

“I was your supplier, Bella.”

“And now? Are you cutting yourself out of any deal?”

“Yes… before I move on. It seems like the decent thing to do for my friends.”

“Are you retiring, old man?”

“Less of the old man, please.”

“Okay. Will you soon become a sheep in Bianca’s pasture?”

“I hope to be a Ram.”

“She’s a lucky woman, Alberto.”

Walking into Falorni’s store was unlike entering any other butcher’s shop in terms of its size or the product range on display. I savored the stench of charcuterie mold, smoke, salt, and the long-term, ingrained aroma of curing, which hung in the air like an autumnal mist. Some foodies love the smell of curing meat, while others hate it because they are unfamiliar with dozens of cured pig legs dangling from the ceiling.

As we browsed, I noticed reverence in Alberto’s smiling face. He understood the immense work that went into the incredible cold counter range, which stretched for thirty meters.

“I’ve never seen so much cured meat, Alberto.”

“Lorenzo and Stefano Bencistà Falorni and their children run this butcher’s shop today. Unioncamere recognizes them as one of the one hundred and fifty companies that have made the history of Italy.”

“Why don’t other restaurants buy directly from here?”

“Laziness. They allow the local distributor to do their hard work.”

“They pay more money for lesser products.”

“Yes, exactly - the essence of the middleman, Carla.”

“That would be you, Alberto.”

“Not anymore.”

As predicted, the bresaola melted in my mouth, leaving a silky memory of a subtle, meaningful flavor - exactly the memory a diner would cling to for years after their visit. My mouth watered when I ate a slice of pork prosciutto, and I tingled all over. Alberto pointed overhead to the vast number of pig legs curing.

“This is nothing, Carla. Almost a thousand Prosciutti Falorni can be found in their underground vault, an enchanting prosciuttaia built in the eighteen hundreds. The legs slowly age for up to twenty months following the ancient tradition before coming out here for sale.”

“This tastes better than Parma ham.”

“Yes. I recommend keeping the secret to yourselves.”

“Can we see the prosciuttaia?”

A server took us to the old brick-and-mortar complex, which had a vaulted ceiling, tiled floor, and long tables where people could sit and sample. It was a magical place, where silence, dim lights, and a natural microclimate brought out the prosciutti’s tenderness, velvety flavor, and unique texture.

I felt inspired, as did Bella.

On our return to the store, I handed our server a long list of products and weights, explaining that I wished to collect everything in the morning. He promised it would be packed securely, palletized, and ready for our van.

As we left Falorni’s butcher’s shop, the midmorning sun and heat swept me up in an eruption of happiness. Nothing could dent my mood.

Then my phone rang. I saw it was Orlando, so I answered the call immediately.

“How are you, Carla?”

“I’m fine, Orlando. Is everything okay?”

“My brother, Federico - he wants to see you.”

“We’re on a road trip, currently enjoying Greve in Chianti. I’ll be home in a week, maybe ten days at the most.”

“He is most insistent on meeting you today. Federico mentioned something about you setting the wolves on him. Journalists are hounding him everywhere he goes, asking for a quote.”

“I see.”

“Let’s fix this problem between you and him. Please meet my brother today, Carla.”

“Oh dear… I’m having such a wonderful time.”

“If I bring him, will you meet? I shall guarantee my brother’s good behavior.”

“I don’t want to fight with him… or anyone for that matter, Orlando.”

“I know… will you do this, please?”

“Where shall we meet?”

“Sienna is an hour’s drive from Greve. How about I make dinner reservations there for 7 p.m.”

“I will bring my fiance.”

Orlando paused momentarily, then chuckled, seemingly overjoyed.

“Giovanni has proposed to you?”

“Yes. A few days ago at his vineyard.”

“He has a poet’s heart and a lion’s strength. You and he… my, my, my. I am so happy for you.”

“Thank you, Orlando. You’d better leave now if you’ve any chance of making it to Sienna, given the traffic.”

“We’ll use my helicopter.”

“You have a helicopter?”

“Making Italian shoes used to be very profitable, my dear.”

“We’ll see you at seven. Text me the restaurant and address.”

“Thank you, Carla.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Blood Is Thicker Than Water

◆◆◆

Blood is thicker than water, Carla.

My sister’s final words before Giovanni helped us out of his van in Siena haunted me as we strolled into the beautiful restaurant Orlando booked for dinner. Of course, Bella was right. I had no accurate understanding of Orlando’s past or current relationship with his brother beyond the fact that he felt some frustration for Federico’s generally quarrelsome nature.

My deal for the shoemaker’s building was done, but the last thing I needed was a tarnished relationship with the man who helped me. Orlando was a friend who might be a mentor of sorts.

While waiting to be seated, Giovanni slipped his hand inside mine, smiling reassuringly.

“Are you anxious, Carla?”

“There must be a serious reason why this meeting was called.”

“Of course, but I suspect they need this more than you do. A helicopter ride isn’t cheap.”

“What can it be, Giovanni?”

“We shall discover that soon enough.”

Inside the romantically lit, cavern-style dining room, I sat beside my sister, both of us staring at my engagement ring, discussing gemstone characteristics. Opposite, my fiance browsed the wine list, harrumphing and nodding occasionally but not so much as to indicate that he disapproved of the selection. When Bella slipped away to the toilet, I glanced around the restaurant, impressed by what the owners had done.

The restaurant Orlando texted me the address for was in the heart of historic Siena, three hundred meters from Piazza del Campo. The circular hallowed area was made famous by The Palio di Siena, a biannual bareback rider horse race once featured in a James Bond movie starring Daniel Craig.

The restaurant building dated back to the Etruscan era, pre-Roman. It was originally an ancient house dug out of porous rock called Tufa, but now it was used as a wine cellar. Newer Roman-era structures were built on top and renovated to modern standards of cleanliness, but the cave where the owners stored wine was visible, driving my curiosity.

Each ancient solid wood dining table carefully scattered around us was of a different design, giving me a feeling of distinctive and eclectic taste and style. They were all beautiful pieces of furniture, resulting from the restaurant owners’ long search for a past that lived in the present.

La Taverna di San Luigi’s main dining room had no natural light. Instead, candlelight flickered across a character-rich, vaulted stone brick ceiling with a terracotta red tiled floor, part of which was a mosaic of the famous central Piazza. I grew bored in the absence of Bella, and because our hosts ran late, so I gently tapped Giovanni’s shin with a toe and nodded to his wine list.

“Are you impressed by the wine list, honey?”

“Very impressed, Carla.”

“Impressed enough to order a bottle to enjoy a drink?”

I shook my empty glass and grinned. Giovanni smiled back, then realized a wine waiter stood patiently beside him. The young man’s boss, a Somellier, observed us from the cellar entrance, both waiting pensively for my fiance to order.

My fiance ran his finger down the list, smiled, and tapped with a well-manicured fingertip. It seemed a detente had broken out, and all three men smiled, as men do when they agree on an important matter such as ordering red wine. I giggled and hid my smile in one palm, extending from an elbow planted firmly on the table. I imagined how men would react if, as a fly on the wall, they came across three girls sharing the ladies’ toilets.

What a gas.

Our wine waiter hurried over to his boss, who immediately began briefing his understudy on tasting notes while pointing down into the old cave-like Etruscan house, now a wine cellar.

I stared back at Giovanni, who reached across the table.

“I love this place, Giovanni.”

“Something tells me Orlando knew you would.”

“Am I being softened up for something - an attack of sorts?”

“Yes, but to what end, I do not know.”

“They will be shocked to see Bella is here.”

“You were right to invite her along, Carla.”

“Do you have any advice, please?”

“Just be yourself. It’s worked for you so far.”

“Yes.”

I nodded but felt nervous, not because I feared Federico, but because Orlando was a friend, seemingly desperate to bridge a gap between me and his brother. It was challenging for anyone attempting to get competitors together as friends - never mind the complication of mine, and Bella’s father added to the mix.

Dad was my red line. If Federico did not fully explain his relationship with Jack Keady, what had happened between them, and why a partnership had been broken, then everything would be off. If he lied, obfuscated, or otherwise refused to answer questions, I would leave because family is far more important than any restaurant deal.

When Orlando strolled through the door, he grinned broadly, waving politely while handing his fedora hat and long coat to a server. He approached me like I was a long-lost daughter, with his brother scowling behind. Bella emerged from the toilets, and Federico looked shocked, but his brother, always the gentleman, greeted her with open arms and a kiss on each cheek.

Giovanni, now on his feet, shook both men’s hands heartily. He had a dog in the fight but knew he didn’t need to bare his teeth because his dog had plenty of sharp ones of her own. Federico obstinately refused to drop his bristling demeanor, grumpily ushering everyone to sit with a dismissive wave as though he were in a great hurry, and this meeting severely inconvenienced him.

Federico spotted the bottle of wine being poured for Giovanni and me. He read the label, smiled momentarily, raising an eyebrow in pleasant surprise, then slid his glass forward for his to be served next. He seemed rude or perhaps naturally discourteous for reasons of ingrained defensiveness; I couldn’t know whether he was here to create peace or make war, so I probed politely.

“How have you been, Federico?”

“Generally good, but your comment to a journalist entices them to suspect something juicy exists between us. It seems I cannot go anywhere in our wonderful city without someone accosting me.”

“The fillet of local pork stuffed with homemade sausage and goat they serve here will be juicier than anything going on between us.”

He smirked meanspiritedly and sighed as though I were a nuisance. I imagined Federico had children approaching my age and that he viewed anyone in my cohort in a prejudiced light. I never averted my eyes from his, although he couldn’t hold my gaze, using the menu to hide his stare, so I had the upper hand, hopefully, that also being the moral high ground.

“The food here is excellent, deserving of a Michelin Star. My brother chose well. We came here often together, conspiring to sell shoes and food when we were young, single men. Your father also… well, enough about that.”

Federico looked flustered, almost out of his depth, but I knew that’s when he was most dangerous. I moved away from discussing Jack Keady early in our evening together.

“Michelin likes this place, it seems. They are mentioned and recommended.”

“No star, though, and they don’t get into the guide yearly. They do not focus on what is important to Michelin.”

“What do they focus on, Federico?”

“The owners prefer the opinions of their customers - a classic mistake. If you err from their protocol, Michelin punishes you.”

“Like a fanciful, jealous mistress.”

In one move of a pawn, largely due to his error, I had Federico in check but not checkmate. He scowled, instantly realizing his mistake. His enthusiastic and arrogant advocation of accolades and the organizations that bestowed them was evident. He was old-fashioned and customer-unfriendly, which was a big reason he was terrified of competition.

We eyeballed one another, hunter and prey, deciding who was which. Federico coughed, glanced sidelong at Orlando, who looked displeased, then stared at me with disdain.

“What I mean is that the head chef of any restaurant is the one best able to decide for diners what they should eat.”

“That’s an old-fashioned viewpoint that died out when every known ingredient could be bought at any local supermarket and famous chefs began publishing excellent cookbooks. Most diners these days are very accomplished home chefs.”

“Another bad idea if you ask me, Carla.”

“I can only entirely disagree.”

Federico buried his head in the menu, browsing and scowling before a smile slowly broke out. He was impressed but wouldn’t show it. Orlando chuckled at his brother’s odd behavior and shook his head before conversing with Giovanni, complimenting him on the wine he selected. Bella looked ready to strike, and I was becoming impatient, which, added to my boredom, was a poor combination.

“Why are we here, Orlando?”

It was an obvious question, but I felt like I had throttled a puppy in the room. Three men suddenly looked like deer caught in a car’s headlights while my sister sipped water, laughing.

“Oh, but we are definitely sisters, Carla, and were Jack Keady here tonight, he would be laughing right now.”

“Yes, he would.”

Federico spoke up, surprisingly. He shook his head disapprovingly and wagged a finger.

“What did you say, Federico?”

“Jack Keady would be laughing right now. There is a way of doing things at the dinner table, Carla. First, we drink wine, then enjoy antipasto, and so on. Once we dine, we can talk business.”

“That’s not the way ladies do it. When we sit for dinner with friends or our men, the matters of the heart and life’s joy flow for hours. Show me any woman who says she enjoys a business dinner with a grumpy man, and I’ll show you a liar.”

“Must you be so brusque?”

“I’m from New York. We call it being direct.”

“We have time. Can’t we relax before getting to matters less pleasant, Carla?

“Is your helicopter on standby paid by the hour?”

“It’s Orlando’s helicopter.”

“Okay, great. While you, your brother, and Bella decide what to order for everyone, I’ll visit the wine cellar with my fiance. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Fiance now, is he?”

“Yes. We’re in love and engaged to be married. If you behave nicely, we’ll invite you to the wedding. Your brother is coming.”

Orlando nodded, looking delighted. I was pleased and surprised that he hadn’t shared news of Giovanni and my engagement with Federico. That intrigued me immensely because it seemed he wasn’t taking sides in whatever plot was being launched.

I stood, taking Giovanni by surprise. He slurped his wine while standing hurriedly to join me. He nodded at each person present, took my hand, and we headed toward the Somellier.

The entrance and steps leading into the taverna’s wine cellar felt like traveling back in time. Stone bricks became a hewn rock face carved thousands of years earlier.

I touched the walls, surprised by the sensation. Giovanni was mesmerized, grinning like the cat that got the cream.

“Do you feel the moisture on the rock, Carla?”

“Yes.”

“They say natural magic is inherent in this porous rock. These caves are very common underneath buildings in this part of Italy.

A few meters below the level of the medieval streets of Siena, we were surrounded by more than six hundred bottles of wine in an ancient Etruscan building. On a table in front, laid on wooden boards, two types of pecorino cheese—one aged three months and the other six months—were under glass lids, ready to be sampled.

A few large rounds of pecorino aged beautifully on shelves. Crackers, a cheese knife, and a few sample plates on the table were tempting, but I didn’t want to spoil my food. The cellar was silent, a place of reflection where cheese and wine matured in the earth’s bowels.

“We are in an actual cave, Carla - once carved by hand by the Etruscans in the tuff rock. People lived here three hundred years before Christ was born.”

“That’s amazing - cheese and wine live and mature in complete harmony, without refrigerators, without air conditioners, as if it was made especially for them.”

“Maybe it was, who knows?”

My beloved took my hand and pulled me into a loving clinch. He stared, with fiery eyes, into mine, making love with an expression of utter desire and passion. I was loved, and knowing that steadied my nerves.

“Why did you come down here, Carla?”

“To be with you… to talk and experience this special cave.”

“You left the others with the task of choosing our food.”

“Bella understands what I am doing.”

“Can you explain it to a poor man in love?”

“I’m teaching a lesson.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“Federico is not a chef; now, he will see why. A chef’s job is to suggest ideas and guide a diner, not force, manipulate, or command them. He’s a dictator, but I don’t think he always was.”

“Remind me not to get on your wrong side, Carla.”

“You never could.”

We spent a pleasant ten minutes inspecting the wines, ninety percent of which Giovanni sincerely approved of. After a final kiss, we returned to the table, where Federico was pulling out what remained of his hair.

When I sat between Bella and my arch-nemesis, he looked annoyed, shaking that ire off to seem polite.

“I cannot choose your meal, Carla. It is impossible.”

“And yet you do that for all your customers and advocate others should follow by example.”

“Did you wish to humiliate me?”

“Not at all. I tried to share my perspective. A menu should reflect aspects of the customer’s feedback and expectations. Arrogantly doing as you wish with your brand for a bunch of stuffy old men in Michelin white towers seems an error.”

“We cannot agree on anything.”

“Was it that way with our father, Jack?”

I was stunned when tears welled up in Federico’s eyes. He leaned forward, elbows planted heavily on the table, his palms covering his face. When he spoke through his fingers, his voice crackled as though broken.

“Jack was my mistake, Carla.”

“Jack Keady made your restaurant what it is today. How dare you criticize him.”

“No… he did not. I made my restaurant what it is today.”

I was ready to bolt and leave, whereas Bella, knife in hand, was preparing to let loose the dogs of war. I stayed her arm, pinning it firmly to the table, shooting her my most convincing don’t you fucking dare look

“My niece or nephew won’t be born in prison.”

“Federico has no manners. He is boorish and unkind, and I want to kick his ass.”

“No.”

Federico looked up sorrowfully, shaking his head.

“You don’t understand, Carla. Neither of you do.”

“What don’t we understand?”

“Jack was never a problem, only a great benefit to me.”

“Okay. I wasn’t expecting you to say that. What is going on, Federico?”

“I messed everything up. My Michelin Star was taken away yesterday. I have failed, and you have won.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Truth

◆◆◆

I was stunned, as was everyone else at the table except Orlando, who was teary-eyed. He reached for his brother’s hand, clenching it tightly, almost until his knuckles turned white. I saw a deep unhappiness in Federico’s face, replicated in his brother’s, and a painful twinge for their plight struck through my heart.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Federico. I know how much Michelin meant to you, and while I have no such love for them, I know how hard you worked to maintain a standard few can achieve.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Carla.”

“I know, but I understand how painful this is, and I am sorry it happened to you.”

The waiter arrived at our table looking mildly impatient because only one main course was left to order—mine. He wanted everyone’s food to be prepared and served together because our mood was his ambiance. The man must get his job done well despite the frivolous American girl who couldn’t order her food.

“Tuscan grilled trout, please.”

They all looked surprised, but since entering the restaurant, a garlicky herb-infused aroma had been nagging my olfactory senses, teasing me. Federico checked the menu twice, surprised by my choice.

“It’s not on the menu, Carla.”

“I can smell a specific herb combination and fish. It must be trout because Tuscany is quite famous for it.”

“Yes, it is.”

He stared at the menu again while sniffing the air deeply with a deeply furrowed brow. The waiter laughed, enjoying Federico’s confusion.

“Tuscan trout is the chef’s dinner this evening. He missed our pre-service family meal. The fish were delivered a few hours ago, along with our herb order. Our herb supplier is a keen fly fisherman, although I don’t think he has a license.”

“Does he have a spare trout, please?”

“I will ask, Madam.”

Federico raised a tentative finger and looked inquiringly at the waiter.

“Can you make that two, please?”

“I will ask if it can be done, Sir.”

I watched our waiter return to the kitchen. Laughter from inside the kitchen followed, and he popped his head out the door, giving us a big thumbs up. I knew the chef used a garlic-and-herb-infused oil combined with wine vinegar, which acts as both a basting liquid and a sauce for the fish.

The aroma was like the sweet arousal of a virgin, light, subtle, yet all-consuming.

The intense, delicious aroma ensured everything else being prepared or cooked competed for the restaurant diners’ senses. I watched Federico and the others sniff the air, and gradually, each could detect what had seduced me from the first moments passing across the restaurant threshold.

Federico stared at me with a crafty grin.

“This is why I wanted you to work for me. You have the skill, just like Jack Keady. Bella has it, too.”

“Will you tell us about our father?”

“I will.”

Federico reached for his glass, gripping it with trembling fingers, sipping not once or twice but three times. For a Michelin Star restauranteur, it was tantamount to taking a massive gulp, something I was sure Federico hadn’t done in years.

Our first plate arrived, and the truffle aroma gripped everyone. I pointed at my plate.

“You ordered well, Federico.”

“The first plate is easy, but a main course is… well, you already said it, Carla. One cannot decide everything for a diner, nor should they try.”

“Handmade ravioli stuffed with liquid parmesan in fresh truffle egg yolk sauce is hard to beat as a first plate.”

“Your father served this thirty years ago. He was far ahead of his time.”

I sliced through the plump, yellowish ravioli al dente, bathing my morsel in the delicious sauce and melted cheese combination. When my ooh… ahh, joined everyone else’s, it was as though our food orgy had just reached its first collective orgasm. The richness of truffles and egg mixed with a sharp parmesan ignited my taste buds.

When I glanced at Giovanni, enjoying his expression, my arousal burst inside me like a rose blooming when the morning sun first struck. Federico looked excited, a foodie to his core.

“Food and sex are a devilish combination. Your father always said that, and he was right. He designed menus around people - the young, romantic couple snatching a lifetime memory, the husband and wife out for a rare dinner, reigniting what brought them together, and the single diner, lonely, maybe in need of love, or perhaps alone for one night.”

“Dad was all about people, Federico.”

“Yes, he was. Just like the chef here would give up his trout for a diner who knew it was there, Jack Keady would have turned his kitchen upside down to please a customer having a bad day.”

“He changed all our lives.”

“He did… and for the better.”

Federico was close to tears, so I reached over and placed my hand over his a split second before Bella did the same. Giovanni put his hand over everyone’s, forming a wholesome and respectful sense of unity.

I looked at my fiance, feeling proud.

“I love you, Giovanni.”

“I am a lucky man.”

We ate our first plate, sipping wine, almost in complete silence. Federico had more to say but clearly didn’t know how to say it. He simmered on his words, agonized over their meaning, but finally, he set down his fork, blessed himself with the sign of the cross, and stared at Bella, then me.

“Your father made my restaurant great. His endeavors in the kitchen were like yours, Luca’s, and Bella’s. He was a genius, and I was jealous. I am a far better diner than I am a chef.”

“What went wrong?”

“We were young, and competition crept in.”

“Competition for control of the restaurant?”

“Somewhat, but the competition for Matilde drove a massive wedge between us.”

Bella’s chin almost hit the floor, and the rosy color drained from her cheeks. She stared at Federico with an expression of utter shock, and for the first time, I saw my sister had no response.

Federico was quick to add context, waving his hand, slightly panicked.

“Nothing happened between your mother and me, sweet Bella. She and your father were deeply in love - a love I tried to derail as a vain, passionate young man.”

“How did you derail them?”

“I loved your mother, but she didn’t love me back. Jack and I quarreled over anything and everything that I chose to make an issue that day. It was so easy to form a difference of opinion between us over the importance of accolades - mainly Michelin, and the need to satisfy diners’ wishes.”

“Did our father know you were in love with my mother?”

“No. I was too weak to reveal the true source of my spite.”

Federico was very sincere, perhaps a little too honest, but I guessed that was because he faced an existential threat, and staring into the abyss after losing his Star must have provoked him. Our main course arrived: a perfectly cooked trout with wild asparagus that probably grew near where the poacher fought with his fish.

Golden roasted, wrinkled edges where the fish was sliced open confirmed it was perfectly cooked. One melt-in-the-mouth fork full of tender meat infused with a light garlic herb oil sensually teased my taste buds, driving my journey along the food orgasm we enjoyed.

I nodded and smiled at Federico, encouraging him to continue.

“Knowing what happened between you and our father helps fill in our life story, Federico.”

“Our relationship became untenable, so we sat down one day for a meeting, agreed to disagree, and parted ways. That’s when I defrauded Jack Keady - possibly the most dishonest thing I have ever done.”

“Defrauded how?”

“Jack owned fifty percent of my restaurant… our restaurant. He put every penny he had into our joint venture. I promised to buy him out at fair market value, but after he left Venice, I ignored him when he called repeatedly from London, then New York, asking for his money.”

“Surely Dad had a shareholders certificate?”

“I paid the municipality company registrar to forge new shareholder certificates and eliminate your father from the restaurant’s history.”

“Oh fuck!”

I felt sick and deeply distraught for Jack Keady, Matilde, Mom, Bella, and me. Federico’s honesty now had unleashed a storm of emotions that riveted me to the chair while rocking my whole world.

“I can’t… oh fuck, I can’t imagine our father’s pain, Federico.”

“Neither can I.”

I stood, stared wildly in every direction, and then ran for the door, sailing through it like a football flying through the air. I turned left, ran on, turned right, and almost reached the next turn when a hand gently rested on my shoulder. I glanced sideways and saw Giovanni running at full pace beside me, so I stopped, placed both hands on my hips, sucking in air while sobbing.

Bella was a few yards behind me, panting, and I immediately felt guilty as she rubbed her stomach and the baby inside.

“Fuck… I am so sorry, Bella. I shouldn’t have run.”

“I was about to as well.”

“It’s sickening.”

“More for you than me, Carla.”

I did a double take, my eyes shooting out on stalks as I stared at Bella, stunned to my core. I tried to figure out why my sister might say such a thing, but I came up blank. She hugged me, pulling my face into her neck, and sobbed.

“Why are you crying, Bella?”

“Because… because I am glad this terrible thing happened, sweet sister. I never knew Jack Keady and love him nevertheless, but I love you so much more. I grew up without a sister, and now I have one, and my life is almost complete. I am thankful to my mother and Jack Keady’s love, but I never want to lose you, and I would have if my father had remained in Venice.”

“Nor would I want to lose you, Bella.”

“I cannot mourn Jack Keady’s loss as you do.”

“I understand.”

“We must go back and finish this, Carla. It is no good to let mistrust and disdain linger. What Federico has said is deeply upsetting, but we asked him to tell us all.”

“I know.”

We composed ourselves and then, with Giovanni holding each of our hands, returned to the restaurant. Orlando and Federico were still sitting at our table when we rejoined them, both men standing politely and looking subdued.

I waved politely at the waiter, who knew a soap opera was playing at our table.

“Tiramisu, please, and don’t tell me you have none because every kitchen has a backup dessert, and I’m betting that is yours.”

“It is, madam.”

Our server looked around the table, and each person nodded, adding another finger to his count for Tiramisu.

“Five Tiramisu… that will wipe us out, but our chef will be pleased to have such happy diners that you ran away, then came back.”

Everyone laughed, but my mood rocked like a tiny dinghy on rough, treacherous seas. I had more reason to hate Federico now than ever, but as I considered my father, his endless smiles, deep-rooted love for Mom and me, and excellent judge of character and situations, my anger subsided.

“Jack Keady never deserved to get fucked over, Federico.”

“No, he did not.”

“So what’s next?”

“My brother has given me hope that I can be redeemed. A new focus on family will stand me in good stead.”

“And what about Michelin?”

“I am selling up and taking fifty percent of the value. The other fifty percent is for Jack Keady’s family. I believe that is you, Bella, and your mother.”

“Wow.”

It was as though time stood still. I gawped at Federico, then Orlando. Seeing that both men were deadly serious, I stared at Bella, who smiled, looking happy, more for me than herself.

“Are you serious, Federico?”

“Morally, I own fifty percent of the restaurant. The rest belongs to your father. To save my soul, I must repair bridges and repay debts. I have enough money to retire well.”

“But what about competition, Michelin, and the thrill of service?”

“Nothing was the same after Jack left. For thirty years, I have chased money and the stars, losing myself along the way. I am always unhappy and can’t remember the last time I slept well. All I ask is that you lift the ban on me dining at your restaurants.”

Federico slid a brown envelope across the table between Bella and me, tapping it as though it had significant meaning. I motioned to Giovanni to pick it up, which he did. He read the document inside and smiled, nodding approvingly.

“It is an instruction to the municipality registrar to assign you, Bella, and your mother equal parts of the fifty percent of the company that owns the land and building in which Federico’s restaurant is located.”

“Wow.”

Federico was beside himself, crying like a baby, which plucked my heartstrings. What he had done to his best friend was forgivable, as most things are, but only by the person he harmed. It was not for me to press home the pain he caused my Dad.

“I don’t think you should do this, Federico.”

“What other options do I have?”

“We could help resurrect your restaurant.”

“And ignore your own and the Trattoria. Even Bella’s cafe is a place of ingenuity and love. My reputation is trashed. I already have a journalist chasing me for comments. Can you imagine what she will be like once my Michelin news is official? You’d be giving that all your success to rejuvenate something best off shot in the head and buried.”

“Maybe.”

“If I sell now, the restaurant losses are insignificant, and plenty of money is there to help the staff move on. The building and land are free and clear of all debt. The proximity to Piazza San Marco makes it worth a great deal. ”

“Can we speak to your staff, please?”

“Oh, Carla… I would love it if you and Bella would do that.”

We reached an uneasy friendship. Federico was determined to exit the restaurant business, and who was I to talk him out of it? He was right - a furor would follow, and food journalists would descend on the unlucky man who lost his Michelin Star. It was a big deal to many who valued such accolades, and a restaurant closure days after one was taken away would provoke gossip.

“The rumor mongers will come for you, Federico.”

“I know, but now I have settled things with Jack Keady, it feels like everything else will be simple.”

“We won’t talk about Jack Keady and what happened. It’s in the past, and nothing good comes from raking up bad feelings. The press will not find fuel for their fire with us.”

“Thank you both.”

Federico reached across the table and squeezed both our hands tightly. Instead of an enemy, I saw a father, a grandfather, a reunited brother, a friend, and a fellow food enthusiast. The deceitful, money-grabbing man was gone, so there was nothing left to despise or fear.

“We don’t hold grudges, Federico.”

“Orlando told me that.”

“You are welcome to dine at Carne on opening night.”

“Thank you, Carla.”

Bella smiled at Federico while Orlando looked on, wholly relieved.

“You’re welcome to dine at the cafe or Trattoria any time. It will be nice to see two brothers back together, quarreling over the choice of wine. Such a thing is more important than any restaurant.”

“Yes, it is, Bella.”
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