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      Chapter One
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      To every Argentine immigrant, July 9 is a day that brings back memories of family celebrations centered around food, wine, and heart-pounding renditions of the national anthem playing on every radio and TV across the nation. July 9 is Independence Day. A day of freedom and liberty and new beginnings. But to those Argentines living in America, it’s also a day to admit with a fair amount of guilt that they chose to give up their old life for the intangible, unexplainable dream of… something better.

      Victoria Torres couldn’t say she understood what it felt like to leave behind everything one had ever known for something new. Leave parents, siblings, friends, an entire way of life, to live among strangers who spoke differently than you did and believed in values that were foreign compared to those you grew up with. To do something of that magnitude took a sort of internal strength that she lacked. When she thought of immigrants and their decisions to leave their homes, she figured either life had to be so bleak in their own countries or their dreams had to be so immense that they were willing to risk everything just for the hope of a little magic—a chance to change destiny.

      Victoria admired that kind of courage. So much so that she tried to be sensitive to what her parents went through every Argentine Independence Day, even if the melodrama appeared to go over the top. She’d learned after twenty-eight years of living with them to accept their ritual of lament followed by an evening of celebration.

      The lament period had occurred this morning, with phone calls home and personal stories both her father, Victor, and her mother, Jaqueline, felt compelled to share with her yet again over breakfast.

      “July is cold, not like here,” her mother had shared. “We wore our best sweaters, and after the family barbecues we went dancing until the early hours of the morning.”

      “Don’t forget the marches down Avenida de Mayo,” her father added. “Remember the freezing year that it snowed? The first time since 1918! What was it, 1974?”

      “’Seventy-three,” Jaqueline said,

      “’Seventy-four,” Victor repeated with certainty this time.

      Victoria drank her earthy café con leche and listened, not because she hadn’t heard the stories a million times but because it made them so happy to reminisce. Argentine immigrants, in her view, were fanatical, proud people who would be forever tied to a country they would never return to again. Her father had once described that the way he felt about his country was the same as what a man feels for a woman he once loved and never got over. Tragic.

      But the morning trip down memory lane didn’t last long. Mostly because although July 9 might be an important date in Argentina, here in America it was just another workday, at least for her family, who owned a popular restaurant in downtown Burbank. And Sunday was the busiest day of all at La Parrilla.

      The family traditions were put on hold until the evening, when they would attend the celebrations at the Argentine Club.

      The Argentine Club itself was a piece of Argentina transplanted to American soil. A nondescript building in Burbank, California, that was the center of her community and a part of Victoria’s life since the day she was born. It occupied so much of her life, and that of her parents, that she considered it a second home.

      And since much of the preparations for the July 9 celebration fell on her shoulders, she urged her father out of the house so they could get to work at the family restaurant early. The sooner she could get her job done at the restaurant, the earlier she could head to the Argentine Club before the other members arrived.
      

      Once at work, Victor set aside all thoughts of Argentine Independence Day and focused on the restaurant. They had a quick meeting to start the day, reviewing reservations or any special event going on. Victoria placed all the food orders, except liquor. She handled the planning of private party events. And she took care of the physical appearance of La Parrilla. Things her mother used to do, which had eventually been passed on to her with the idea of training her to one day assume complete control of the business.

      Victor studied the meat requirements for the weekend. “Mirá,” he said, handing her a sheet of paper. “Call the supplier and tell him to deliver a shipment of short ribs, Italian sausage, flank steak, and sweet chard to the Argentine Club, as well as the usual shipment to the grill.”

      The grill served a staggering amount of well-seasoned beef every night. Every day Victoria put in a fresh order. She scribbled the extra amount he suggested on her notepad, “I’ve got it.”

      “Last year they delivered a double order to the restaurant. Nothing to the club.”

      “I remember.” She lowered the pad and smiled at her father. “I’ve got everything under control.” She placed a hand on her father’s shoulder and dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Don’t worry.”

      Victor nodded. Never one to show emotion, that was sufficient to tell her he’d lay off. “What time are you getting to the club?”

      Victoria loaded her notepad in her bag already full with books, her PalmPilot, iPod, and an assortment of colored pens. “Early enough to help with the setup but late enough to avoid listening to the well-meaning nagging from every mom and grandma at the club about my weight and lack of love life.” Painful as it was to admit, she was a good fifty pounds overweight, and it collected mainly in the midsection and hips of her five foot five frame. In order to minimize the obvious, she shopped in the plus-size section of Nordstrom, choosing elegant wide-leg jeans, solid dark colors, tops that all hung loosely past her hips. But the truth was, she wasn’t fooling anyone. Least of all men. Hence, her lack of love life.

      “Hmm,” he said. “I don’t know why you don’t tell them all to mind their own business.” As they were exiting the back office,
         a shipment of wine came in and the bartender interrupted to ask Victor to sign for it. “I’ll be right there,” he said without
         breaking his stride into the already bustling restaurant, where waiters worked rapidly, preparing for the lunch crowd.
      

      The popularity of the restaurant had taken some time to grow into what it was today. Victoria’s father had opened it when
         she was about ten years old. She still remembered the day Victor had come home with the idea and shared it with her mother.
         Excited, they drove to the building he wanted to purchase in downtown Burbank. They’d looked through the filmy windows of
         the closed-down diner as a light drizzle fell on their heads. But no one noticed the weather. She and her sister ran up and
         down the sidewalk, happy because their parents smiled and spoke a mile a minute in Spanish about the possibilities.
      

      Today, the restaurant was so much a part of the community, she couldn’t imagine driving down San Fernando Boulevard and not
         seeing it there. But the inside was dark and felt outdated to her. Victor had upgraded the sound system a few years back,
         and rather than playing a Spanish radio station from tiny corner speakers, Victoria had convinced him to invest in quality
         classical music, which now softly filled the room. But she knew it wasn’t the music or the intimate lighting or even the location
         that made the restaurant a success. It was the food itself, and Victor.
      

      “Those women have nothing better to do than to stick their noses into everyone’s business,” Victor continued. “Who are they to tell you what you should look like or when to get married?”

      Her father was in many ways her ally. Not that he didn’t have his own ideas of how she should lead her life. But at least he didn’t nag. He flat out said, “I don’t like that man, he’s not Argentine, get rid of him,” or, in her younger years, “Don’t embarrass your family by dressing like that.” Or Victoria’s personal favorite, “I didn’t sacrifice my goals in life to watch you [fill in the blank].” Anything he hadn’t agreed with—risking her life at a rap concert, throwing money away on self-improvement
 gurus, becoming a Protestant—he had squelched before they’d had a chance to grow. And once her father said what needed to be said, that was the end of the discussion. No matter how old she got. Her mother once told her that her father was right even when he was wrong. Who could argue with that?

      “They mean well,” Victoria said. “Besides, they’re probably right. I could stand to lose a few pounds, and I should make an effort to find the right man before I’m too old to enjoy him.”

      Victor frowned. “So join a gym, give men something to look at, then pick one of the guys at the club. Easy enough.”

      “Great, Dad,” she said, trying not to be hurt that he hadn’t said that she looked fine the way she was. “Love that plan. Now I’m going to the office to work or I’ll never get done and to the club in time.”

      At the Argentine Club, Jaqueline checked her vintage Omega gold wristwatch, which Victor presented to her on their thirtieth anniversary. The weight of the thick band reminded her of the minutes ticking by. And the shimmering diamonds surrounding the face, which were supposed to represent each glorious year together, looked too ostentatious. Besides, the years hadn’t
         been that glorious. She lowered her wrist and asked herself for the twentieth time, Where is Victoria? She hoped Victor hadn’t kept her at the restaurant too long. He knew everyone counted on her to help out on special days
         like today. And July 9 was the most special of all. Even the air was charged with excitement as the setup crew arrived to
         prepare the tables in the large auditorium-size hall and her friends Lucia and Nelly hurried to the back kitchen to make the
         postres.
      

      She returned to the table they had placed by the front door, where she had a list of who had called to say they would attend.
         Opening the book and taking a seat, she waited for guests to begin arriving.
      

      The club phone rang and she quickly answered. It might be Victoria or a cancellation. But it was neither. The call was from
         Hugo Oviedo, a charming Mexican musician who had been trying to convince Jaqueline for months to let him perform at the club.
         He had two children, and Jaqueline had her suspicions that he was interested in Victoria. Thankfully, other than urging her
         mother to let him perform at the club, Victoria didn’t return his interest. Victor wouldn’t accept a man with children who
         didn’t have a solid job and, on top of it all, wasn’t Argentine.
      

      “Be more flexible,” Hugo coaxed. “Variety is good, Jaqueline.”

      “I’m sorry, Hugo,” she said. The board wouldn’t approve any event that didn’t fit their strict objectives for the club, which
         centered around the mission of celebrating the Argentine culture.
      

      “I’m not going to give up. You guys would love me if you gave me the chance.”

      “I’ve listened to you. I do love your music.”

      “Then put in a good word for me.”

      “I’m busy, Hugo,” she told him, even though she wasn’t at the moment. “And the answer is still no.”

      “Is your beautiful daughter around?”

      “No. And I told you, you’re too old for her.” That was another thing. The man was forty-one.

      “She’s too young for me, and you’re married. Life is unfair,” he joked.

      “Hugo, you’re a silly man.” But a nice one. Maybe she would listen to Victoria and recommend him. “I’ll suggest to the board
         that they let you perform. But no promises, understand?”
      

      “Gracias,” he said. “You’re wonderful.”

      “Stop with the flattery. I’ve already fallen for it.”

      He laughed. “I mean every word of it.”

      “Call me in a couple of weeks and I’ll let you know what we decide.”

      “I will. And Jaqueline?”

      “What?”

      “Happy Independence Day. See, I remembered.”

      She smiled. “Good-bye.”

      She made a note to bring him up at the next board meeting. Why not embrace a little variety?

      In the back office of the restaurant, Victoria was ready to call it a day. She turned off the radio and sat behind the desk
         to finish up. They had a wedding party scheduled in two weeks, one retirement party, and a large group that just wanted tables
         grouped together next Saturday night rather than reserve the private room. Easy enough. She completed the paperwork and made
         a few phone calls.
      

      As she filed away the forms, she noticed a thick file stuffed in the back. She tried to adjust it, but the file tore. She
         groaned and pulled it out. Half the paperwork tumbled out onto the floor. Victoria bent and started picking up the papers.
         She placed them on the desk and went in search of a new file, but found instead an empty box that was supposed to hold file
         folders.
      

      Great. She threw out the box. That was another errand for her to run—the office supply store.
      

      She sat back down and started to straighten the papers, which were now partially upside down and turned around. But seeing
         her home address on one of the forms caught her attention. She frowned and pulled it out of the pile. She wasn’t exactly sure
         what type of form she was holding, but the more she studied it, the more it looked like a bank loan with the house and even
         the business listed as collateral.
      

      Although she’d gone to college for a few years as a business major to please her father, she’d hated it and quickly dropped
         out. Still, even she could understand that this wasn’t good. What was her father doing?
      

      She shuffled the paperwork and continued to read. Much of the legal vocabulary confused her, though words like restaurant expansion and franchise were clear enough.
      

      “Victoria, I just had a thought,” Victor’s voice carried down the hall and he entered the office. “When you get to the club,
         why don’t you—”
      

      “What’s all this?” she interrupted.

      Victor glanced at the desk, squinted, then his face seemed to lose its color and close down. No expression readable.

      “It says you’ve applied for a loan.” She shuffled more papers. “You’ve got a business plan for two… no, ten restaurants? Ten?
         What in the world is this?”
      

      Victor drew a breath and stepped forward. He placed a hand on his face and slowly drew it down across his mouth and down his
         chin. Then he took a seat across from Victoria, the desk between them. “That,” he said, “is my legacy. For you and your sister.”
      

      Victoria frowned, not comprehending at all. “Dad, this is going to cost millions of dollars.”

      “I know.”

      “Mom agreed to this?” Victoria couldn’t imagine that she had. Jaqueline was the one who wanted both her and her sister to
         get nice government jobs with guaranteed income, medical insurance, and retirement benefits.
      

      He maintained eye contact, then started to shake his head. “I didn’t need her agreement. The house and the restaurant are
         in my name.”
      

      Victoria narrowed her gaze. Bad answer.

      “You know how your mother is,” he said in defense. “She doesn’t understand business. And all she can see is the negative side
         of things.”
      

      No, she was conservative and careful. And she would flip when she learned about this.

      “But”—he sat straighter and looked into Victoria’s eyes—“I turned sixty this year, gorda. I don’t know how it happened. One
         day I was a young man, full of dreams and plans, and the next I woke up an old man.”
      

      “Dad, you’re not—”

      “Listen,” he said. “I didn’t come to America to get married, raise kids, and barely get by.”

      “Papi, you’ve done more than get by.”

      “Yes, but that’s not the point. I could have stayed in Argentina and done that. I came here to be someone. To make something
         of myself. And I decided that it was now or never.”
      

      Victoria stared at her father, seeing someone she wasn’t sure she knew. Wasn’t he the one who said, “Listen to your mother
         and don’t dream too big. Take things slowly. Don’t ever rush into anything”? She had vague memories of him talking about making
         it big someday, but that had been ages ago. When she was a teen. He hadn’t spoken like that in years. It was always caution,
         caution, caution that she heard from both her mother and her father.
      

      “This restaurant has done well. Has done spectacular,” he continued. “I’m going to open ten more within the next five years.
         Then when they’ve all proven themselves, I’m going to sell franchises. By the time your kids are your age, La Parrilla will
         be as well known as Ruth’s Chris or Morton’s The Steakhouse. They’ll know their grandfather came to this country a poor man
         and became great.”
      

      Victoria shivered slightly in her seat at the chills running down her spine. His excitement was something strong and palpable
         and contagious. These feelings of future glory, of wanting greatness, were things she’d desired herself when she was younger
         and dreaming of her future, but she had always been afraid to voice them. She’d felt it was selfish to want more than what
         her parents had already provided. So she’d learned to be content. Still living at home, because it had been easy to stay put
         while in college, and because her parents had wanted it that way. Working here at La Parrilla part-time and at a boutique
         part-time. Owning a simple Saturn that got her around town. Life was easy.
      

      Her father’s plans made her heart beat faster. If he was going for it, if he wasn’t satisfied with a satisfactory life, maybe
         it wasn’t so bad to dream after all. But she was also well aware that he was risking everything on this dream. Success was
         never easily achieved, and he was the one who told her that. “I don’t know what to say.”
      

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t going to share any of this yet. The plans are still premature. The loans have been approved, and I’m
         now contacting angel investors to get a good starting capital. In a couple of months, I plan to break ground on the first
         two restaurants. One in Santa Monica and one in Newport Beach. Then I start looking for property outside of California.”
      

      Even though all the paperwork was still in her hands, Victoria stared at him in disbelief. “This is… exciting,” she said stupidly.

      Grinning like a little boy, he stood. “I’m glad you finally know. I’ve been dying from keeping this to myself. I can’t wait
         to see your mother’s face when I take her to the openings of the new restaurants.”
      

      “You’re going to wait until then to tell her?”

      “Yes. So keep this to yourself. Understand?”

      She understood. But she didn’t agree.

      “In fact, while I’m getting these other two restaurants off the ground, I’ll expect you to put more time into this one. You’re
         ready to take on more responsibility, Victoria.” With a pat on the back, he winked and walked out of the office.
      

      Victoria sat in the chair, dumbfounded. Was he going to expect her to run this restaurant? She didn’t want to be responsible
         for the restaurant. Truth was, she wasn’t interested in this type of business at all. And now he wanted to open ten more.
         Victoria dropped her head into her hands. In her mind, hearing another door slam shut. Burdened, as always, with her father’s
         plans for her life.
      

   
      Chapter Two
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      Just when Jaqueline was about to panic, Victoria flew into the club, arms full of things, her wavy, brown hair all over the
         place, her clothes wrinkled.
      

      Jaqueline stood from behind the welcome table. “Por fin, llegaste.”

      “Yes, I made it, Mami. I’m not late. Don’t tell me you’re panicking.”

      “No,” she said, faking innocence, “but you know no one does anything until you get here to tell them what to do.” Victoria
         had an eye for color and patterns and item placement unlike anyone else’s.
      

      “If only I had that much power.” She glanced around. “Okay, we need to get the light blue and white tablecloths on the round
         tables. And the flowers should have arrived. Have they?”
      

      “I don’t know.”

      “How about the band?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Okay.” She dropped her bag on the table, on top of the notebook in which Jaqueline was checking people off as they arrived. “Let’s go find out.”

      Victoria spun around and charged full speed ahead, almost running right into Lucia and Nelly, who had approached behind her. “Oh, Mrs. Ortelli, Mrs. Apolonia, hello.”

      “Nena, llegaste,” Lucia said in a tone that meant to scold.

      “But you didn’t get dressed,” Nelly said.

      Victoria looked down at her olive-colored stretch twill pants and simple black blouse that tied at her waist—and in Jaqueline’s opinion outlined her breasts too much and her unflattering waist even more—and shrugged. “Didn’t I?”

      “Today’s a special day, Victoria,” Nelly said. “You should wear something nicer.”

      “You’re right, Mrs. Apolonia, but if I did, I’d be a mess by the time the night was over.” She patted Nelly on the arm. “I appreciate that you ladies are always looking out for me, though.”

      Quickly, she stepped away and immediately got to work.

      Jaqueline raised an eyebrow at her friends. “Don’t look at me. I’ve done everything I could with her. She dresses like every other American girl her age.” To herself she added that just because she was a big girl didn’t mean she couldn’t dress fashionably. After all, she was still young.

      “I never had these problems with my Susana,” Nelly said. “And now she’s married, with three kids. She has a nice house. And all because I was strict with her.”

      Jaqueline caught Lucia’s gaze over Nelly’s shoulder, and Lucia rolled her eyes. More than anyone, Lucia understood that children didn’t always behave how parents wanted, no matter what they might do. Her Eric left home when he turned twenty-one, turned his back on his family, on his culture, on everything he should have valued. As her only child, he broke his mother’s heart. And she didn’t speak of his betrayal. Ever. If she ever mentioned her son it was to say how well he was doing, how wealthy and successful he had become.

      Lucia looked down, then tapped Nelly’s shoulder. “Vamos, we can’t all be perfect parents. Let’s go help Victoria.”

      Jaqueline and Victor may not have been perfect parents, but they were lucky with how their two beautiful daughters had turned out. Jaqueline had no complaints. Victoria was the older and the more difficult one to mold, but she was kind and loyal. A dreamer like Victor. A free spirit. And Jaqueline loved her despite all her unfocused and undisciplined traits. And Carmen, her baby, had gone away to college three years ago. Victor wanted her to study closer to home. But Victoria and Carmen together sent applications to the farthest colleges in the country, and Carmen ended up in a premed program in Pennsylvania. When Jaqueline
         blamed Victoria for encouraging her sister to go so far away, Victoria simply looked at her sadly and said, “Let her do what
         I can’t.”
      

      And Jaqueline had let it go. Victoria was right. Let Carmen be the one who becomes a woman with an education, a woman who
         lives her own life. She never had, and poor Victoria, as the first, had been her father’s child from day one. She would inherit
         La Parrilla. She would live the life Victor wanted whether she wanted to or not. Sometimes Jaqueline wished she’d had a son
         for Victor to share his dreams with, rather than dominating Victoria.
      

      “Mami,” she called. “The band’s here. Can you show them where to set up?”

      “Si, como no.” Jaqueline went to help, tucking her thoughts away—something she was well practiced at after over thirty years
         as a mother and wife.
      

      Victoria didn’t say much when she left work, Victor thought. She’d stayed in the office for some time after learning about
         his plans. He imagined she was going over every detail of the paperwork from the banks and lawyers. She was probably worried
         about her future and his and Jaqueline’s. But she shouldn’t be. He’d studied this idea. Had a financial plan created by a
         professional. This would work.
      

      He glanced around La Parrilla and, as always, it was packed. Regulars like the TV personality who brought his group of friends
         in at least once a week. Or the CEO of a major radio broadcasting company who dined here with his family the first Friday
         of every month. He knew all these guys on a first-name basis, and they loved him and his restaurant.
      

      And they should have. La Parrilla was something to be proud of. It wasn’t a greasy hole in the wall like some of the other
         Hispanic restaurants that were open a year or two and then closed. On the contrary, he owned an upscale steak house, and the
         Americanos paid a lot of money for good beef. Argentines were known around the world for two things: tangos and beef. So he’d
         given up trying to become un Americano and just accepted that he’d always be an Argentine living in a foreign country. If
         that meant selling well-seasoned, expensive beef, so be it. Not what he’d imagined he’d be doing with his life, but it had
         been a job that Jaqueline had accepted would pay the bills.
      

      And he’d decided that now this noose around his neck would make him rich. He’d finally be able to go back to Argentina and
         live his retirement years in style. Yes, that would be something. He strolled around the tastefully presented tables, and
         smiled at his guests. “Are you finding everything satisfactory?”
      

      “This is the best beef I’ve ever had. What is your secret?” said a guy sitting with a pretty girl.
      

      Victor smiled, reached for the wine bottle on the table, and poured more into each glass—the elegant sound of wine flowing into the fluted glass reminding both guests and Victor that it wasn’t just food he served, but a dining experience. “Argentines know how to cook beef.”

      “You’re not kidding.” The man motioned to his lady friend. “Isn’t this the best barbecue you’ve ever had?”

      They’d ordered the house specialty—an Argentine parrilla. The little, sizzling grill sat at the center of the table, and everyone picked out what they wanted to eat.

      “Delicious,” the woman said.

      Victor thanked them and continued to make his rounds to all the tables, feeling almost drunk with happiness. He had a gorgeous wife. One daughter in college, another who would one day be his partner in the restaurant business, and a future that for the first time in thirty years he could say he looked forward to living.

      Jaqueline had noticed the second Victor arrived at the club, dressed in his work clothes—an elegant black suit, which he’d have to take off because he would be manning the smoky barbecues. In fact, the other men were already at the grill, preparing the coals. Most of the members were gathered in groups socializing and listening to music, waiting for dinner to begin. Victor took off his shirt, coat, and tie and hung them in the closet to change back into later. Jaqueline tried to ask him about his day, but he just nodded, gave her a quick peck on the cheek, and said that things had been the same as always.

      “What does that mean?” Jaqueline asked.

      He frowned, blocking the sight of his beautiful eyes. Charcoal-gray eyes that he’d passed on to Carmen. “It means, it was work. What do you want me to say?”

      She wanted… what they’d once had. Jaqueline had been only seventeen years old when she fell in love with Victor, the most exciting boy in her barrio. Though at first she hadn’t been entirely interested in him, because he’d seemed so full of himself. He’d learned to speak English at the fancy private school he attended and bragged about how one day he’d travel to Norte America and make his fortune. Then he would return home to Argentina and buy a mansion in Buenos Aires.

      Somehow, at one of the neighborhood bailes, she’d caught his attention on the dance floor, and he’d become determined to get her to date him. Every night, he’d show up at her apartment and call her, beg for her to come to the balcony and talk to him. He’d read her poetry, sing tangos full of passion, and call out his undying love.

      Jaqueline’s father cursed at him and told him to go home. He threatened to go down stairs and bash Victor’s head in. But Victor kept coming back, not intimidated or thwarted by parental disapproval. He had even shown up at her high school and begged her to have a cup of coffee with him, go for a walk in el centro, sit on a park bench and tell him her dreams.

      His charm and boldness had swept her off her feet.

      She soon learned that Victor was a man who got what he wanted. And that he had been serious about traveling to the United States.

      “We’ll get married and go together,” he’d promised.

      “Victor, I can’t leave my family, my life, for that kind of adventure,” Jaqueline had said. “Forget all that. We can have a great life here.”

      But Victor couldn’t let it go. It was his dream, and soon it became her dream. They’d gotten married two years later and received a big send-off by all their friends, who wished them a great life in the faraway land so full of promise.

      Everything was new and exciting. Starting with the plane ride. Jaqueline had never been on an airplane before. She marveled at everything—the silverware, the small pillows, the way the chair tipped back. “See how little the houses look,” she had said excitedly, as she held Victor’s hand.

      He had smiled, caressing her with those sexy eyes of his, holding his excitement in check even if she could feel it in his touch. “We’re really doing it,” he’d said.

      “Do you think it will be very different over there?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’m scared.”

      He’d put his arm around her and said, “Don’t be, my love. I’ll always take care of you. I promise.”

      And he had. But at some point, buried under the stresses of work and raising children, they’d drifted apart. He might have stopped loving her. Or maybe she’d stopped loving him.

      Her children had become her entire world. But now, they no longer needed her. And Jaqueline had a vacant hole in her chest that she couldn’t seem to fill.

      “I’ve got to go get the meat ready,” he said.

      “Then I guess you’d better go.”

      He nodded and hurried outside.

      By nine that night, everyone who was going to show up for the July 9 celebration had arrived. Victoria sat down to a glass of wine and breathed a sigh of exhaustion, surveying all her hard work and feeling satisfied with her efforts. She’d been able to put aside her concerns about her father’s revelation and get to work. She had dressed the tables, made sure the place settings were perfectly arranged using the club’s best china, and set up the gardenia center pieces. At each end of the stage she placed three-foot decorative vases, and she’d instructed the three-man band—consisting of a keyboardist, a violinist, and an accordianist—on the songs that had been requested by their members so they could incorporate those into their performance. She had the guys put up the banner over the stage, called the photographer, who was late, checked on the food, and passed the cooking on to the men, including her father, who would handle all the barbecuing. In the kitchen, the women had salads and desserts under control.

      They didn’t even pay her to work this hard. She must be insane. Well, to be fair, no one got paid. This was a labor of love. They purposely never had an event catered, preferring to do it themselves the way they would have in Argentina. So in a way, she looked at it as if she were serving 250 members of her extended family.

      Her cell phone alerted her that her sister was calling. Victoria couldn’t talk to Carmen and not tell her about her father’s plans. And tonight was not the time. She answered hurriedly, “Carmen, let me call you later, we’re going to start dinner.” And that actually wasn’t a lie. The women brought baskets overflowing with bread to the tables, and the aroma drifting inside from the grills indicated that the meat would follow shortly.

      “No problem. Have a great time. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

      “Good idea. I need to talk to you, but not tonight.” She got up and purposely moved closer to the stage so the music from the band would get louder, making conversation more difficult.

      “That’s okay. I can barely hear you anyway. Hasta mañana,” Carmen said. She made a kissy sound and hung up.

      Victoria didn’t want to burden Carmen with news of their father’s plans, but she had to tell someone. Tomorrow they could talk privately.

      At about nine thirty, with the summer sun finally having set in California, they began serving the food. As in Argentina, everyone ate late. By eleven the dishes had been cleared and loaded into the heavy-duty dishwashers in the kitchen by the older women. The younger ones took to the dance floor first. Victoria searched out her parents. They used to love to dance, but in the last few years her mother disappeared into the kitchen to help wash dishes, and her father stayed on the back patio beside the grills, smoking a cigarette and socializing with Mr. Ortelli and a couple of other men.

      And she was too physically and mentally tired to dance. Hell, exhaustion was her middle name. Most days she felt like she was thirty-eight years old, not twenty-eight. She decided that instead of dancing, she’d get a cup of coffee before she made the drive home. As she filled her cup from one of the silver coffee urns in the back of the dance hall, she heard an unusual group gasp, and voices quieting as if someone had gradually turned down the volume. Only the music continued. Victoria looked over her shoulder. A tall man in a sophisticated suit, probably custom made to fit his great body, had walked in and stood just inside the entrance. He scanned the room as if he were looking for someone. Then Nelly Apolonia ran out of the large hall and into the kitchen. She came back out with Mrs. Ortelli, who called out in a high-pitched shock, “Eric!”

      Eric? Ortelli? Victoria stood by the coffee urns, staring like everyone else at the guy who had inspired so much gossip through the years. There had been stories that he’d had a big fight with his parents, or that he’d gotten a girl pregnant in another state over spring break, or even that he’d killed someone and was hiding out. Speculation ran the gambit from wild to ridiculous. Eventually, all the gossip died down until, out of respect for Lucia Ortelli, no one mentioned Eric at all. So much time had passed since Eric had left home that Victoria had started to wonder if maybe he’d been a figment of their collective imagination and he’d never existed at all. A sort of tall tale that had taken on a legendary quality over the years. Yet here he was, looking very real, and very handsome, and like he’d done extremely well for himself.

      Mrs. Ortelli ran to her son and pulled this broad-shouldered man into an embrace. Eric closed his eyes and held his mother close. He kissed the top of her head as she pulled back to look at him. Taking in the same image as the rest of the club—an amazingly put-together guy with dark, angular features and black, wavy hair that if left to grow longer would probably have curls. Different from the skinny, dimpled boy who left home.

      After a brief private moment in a sea of observers where mother and son shared who knew what with their gazes, Mrs. Ortelli turned around with a huge smile and said, “Surprise. He made it home tonight after all.”

      Was she going to try to pull off the lie that she expected him to show up? She’d been just as surprised as everyone else. But like her mother always said, Lucia should have been an actress because she lived her life pretending. Pretending her life was perfect.

      She pulled Eric into the crowd, talking to everyone around her, calling for someone to bring him a plate of food. He offered a gorgeous smile as he shook hands and accepted hugs or kisses. Lucia led him to their family table, and Mr. Ortelli, who had been fetched from the patio, joined them. As if Eric were a celebrity or a war veteran come home, people passed by their table to welcome him—though Victoria knew it was more out of curiosity and nosiness than anything else.

      “Can you believe this?” Jaqueline whispered, having come to stand beside her.

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “I don’t know, but to show up just like that, without warning, to such a public place. He has no shame,” Jaqueline said.

      “Mrs. Ortelli said she knew,” Victoria offered. Often the target of club criticism herself, she felt a small need to defend Eric.

      “Well what else is she going to say? Pobre Lucia.”

      Saving face. Such an Argentine trait. Too proud to say, “My son’s a jerk.” All around them people were doing the same kind of whispering as Victoria and Jaqueline.

      “Let’s go say hello and welcome him home,” her mother continued, grabbing Victoria by the elbow.

      Victoria frowned. “No, give them some privacy.”

      “It would be rude not to say something. Vamos.”

      Jaqueline pulled Victoria’s arm and led her to the Ortelli table. “Eric, querido, what an amazing surprise,” Jaqueline said, and hugged him.

      Eric stood for the hundredth time and opened his arms to Jaqueline, dropping a kiss on her cheek. Then without pausing he said hi and kissed Victoria. Then he took his seat again.

      Victoria checked him out. He’d grown thicker, more muscular, more solid. Still just as handsome as he’d been in high school. He sipped his wine with a relaxed arrogance that didn’t seem quite proper, considering the commotion he’d caused.

      “How have you been, Victoria?” Again, the question was one that would make sense if he’d been away a few months, maybe a year. But for someone who’d disappeared seven years ago, his attitude seemed too casual.

      “Where should I start?” she said.

      He chuckled. “Wherever you’d like. Have a seat. Do you mind, Mami?”

      Now he was asking if his mother minded what he did?

      “No, but you eat. Your food is getting cold.”

      “I’m not hungry.” He eased the plate away. “I didn’t come to eat, anyway. I actually went home, and when no one was thereI remembered it was Sunday and figured you’d be here.”

      “It’s not only Sunday,” Victoria said. “It’s Independence Day.”

      He frowned. “Oh, in Argentina. That’s right.” He glanced around. “No wonder all this.”

      No one said anything in response. To forget July 9 was too big an insult to comment on.

      “I was actually just leaving,” Victoria said. “So enjoy your dinner.”

      Jaqueline gave her a scowl. “You can stay a little longer. Talk to Eric for a while.”

      “We shouldn’t intrude,” Victoria said.

      Antonio Ortelli, who had walked in from the grills with a surprised look on his face, had hugged his son, then sat to let his wife handle all the questions. Now he stood. “We have time to catch up when we get home.” He patted Eric on the shoulder. “Let’s continue to enjoy the celebration.”

      “Of course,” Lucia said, and though she didn’t appear to want to let Eric out of her sight for a second, she also stood. “I’m going to go finish up in the kitchen and let you get reacquainted with your friends. Your father’s right, we’ll have you all to ourselves later. There’s plenty of time.”

      Eric squeezed her fingers with his large, dark hands. The guy had a spectacular tan the color of dark, golden honey.

      “All the time in the world,” he said, before his mother and Jaqueline returned to the kitchen. Lucia looked back at him twice as if she were afraid he’d disappear.

      Faced with making casual conversation with a man she didn’t know anymore, Victoria took a seat across from him and tried to remember who he had been when they’d last spoken. Fun came to mind. Mama’s boy. Cheerful. He didn’t look like any of those things anymore. He looked harder.

      He sipped from his glass of wine with lips that could possibly also be hard, but right now they looked shiny and sexy surrounded by the five o’clock shadow on his face. “This place never changes.”

      “Some things never do.” Nor do some people. Namely, her. He, on the other hand, was almost unrecognizable.

      His light brown eyes rested on her face after doing a very quick, barely noticeable scan of her body. “Remember when we used to sneak up to the offices on the second floor and pretend to look for clues that this was a secret organization involved in some kind of plot to take over the world?”

      She wanted to smile at the memories of their childhood games. They’d had so much fun. She and Eric and Susana and a handful of other kids who were now all grown and married. Except for her. And maybe Eric. After high school they’d all stopped being friends. And he’d disappeared. Maybe that was why she wouldn’t allow herself to enjoy reminiscing with him.

      “I don’t think we knew what we were looking for,” he continued. “Or even why our parents would want to take over the world.”

      “Maybe we just wanted to have fun.”

      “Yeah, or maybe we wanted to believe they were more than just lonely immigrants longing for a piece of their homeland.”

      The way he said that, with such derision, irritated her. But a part of Victoria wondered if that was true. Kids always thought their parents were all-powerful and important. But had she ever wished they were more than what they were? No. “Is that why you finally came home? Longing for everything you walked away from?”

      He took another sip of wine, but kept his gaze on her, probably wondering how she’d had the nerve to ask him directly what everyone was wondering. “Maybe.”

      “Well, it’s about time. Do you know how much your mother has suffered? Because I do. I’ve been here the entire time to watch her cry on my mom’s shoulder. And age way quicker than she should have.”

      He clenched his jaw and stared at her coldly. “That’s the way the world works, Victoria. Children grow up, move out, go on with their lives. You apparently haven’t learned that yet.”

      Anger made its way up her body from her stomach and warmed her face. “I value my family. I know the meaning of the word loyalty, and I respect my parents for everything they have sacrificed for me.”
      

      “How very Argentine of you,” he said, obviously not meaning it as a compliment. Then he grinned, making those old dimples pop up. “And very admirable. With those honorable values and being damned cute to boot, I can’t believe you’re not married yet.”

      The personal nature of his comment was inappropriate, like everything else about him. “And what values do you hold dear? Let me guess: freedom and wealth?”

      His grin dwindled. “Man, Victoria, I never thought you’d turn into one of them.” He gestured to the others in the club. “How did you let that happen?” he asked with obvious disappointment. “You need to loosen up.”

      “Who are you to tell me how—?”

      “Who are you to tell me? ” He lifted an eyebrow.

      “No one,” she admitted.

      “That’s not entirely true. We were pretty good friends once.”

      “Not as good as I thought.” They’d played together at the club and sometimes at each other’s houses when their parents visited one another. And as teens they’d sat together and watched movies or listened to music. And they’d talked about so many things. But he never once mentioned leaving home. She had. She’d been the one with dreams. She wondered if he remembered that.

      More curious people stopped by the table, interrupting them to welcome Eric home. But she didn’t mind. It gave her a perfect excuse to leave. She stood and said good-bye. Eric stood as well, took her hand, and pulled her toward him for another kiss on the cheek. “It really is good to see you again.”

      She couldn’t say what was really on her mind with others listening to them. “Welcome home, Eric,” she said instead, and left feeling depressed.

      She didn’t know why the arrival of a family friend’s son should have that kind of effect on her. Maybe it was a combination of that and finding out about her father’s restaurant expansion plans that had her emotions so low. Maybe it was the realization that everyone seemed to be living the life they wanted except her. Maybe it was the realization that she didn’t have the slightest idea what it was she wanted out of life anymore, and that the last time she’d thought about it had been in high school.
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