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PROLOGUE
    1931

A moonless night invites deceit,

empty sky glutting the stars with self-importance.




The scritch of my fountain pen stills as I raise my eyes to the chill night slipping through my window. I wait; I listen. No tones of Kate Smith from Nonno’s radio, only the raspy yowls of two cats tangling and the throbbing crickets’ refrain. Only the quickened pulse of the night.

I should curl up and sleep, ignore the feeling inside of something creeping just beyond my thoughts, but there is a bitter tang in my mouth like sorrow. And Papa’s words haunt me. “Take Nonno and hide if trouble comes.” What trouble, Papa? But I know its name.

Arthur Tremaine Jackson. Eyes with no depth, like pewter plates, that look as though he knows everything and has a right to know it. Papa didn’t argue when I said that. He merely answered, “Some people want too much.”

I don’t want too much, only what I have. But lately I find myself looking at a vine bursting with blossoms that will become grapes, at a path I have walked a thousand times, at Papa especially, and I feel a seizing sense of loss. Nonna Carina called it angel sight, my knowing things before I should. “You have a gift, Antonia. Do not fear it.”

But I fear it now as the little hairs rise on my neck, as my hands grow cold with speculation. The sides of my mouth are dry as chalk. The only other time it was this strong was when Momma died and I felt the angel of death pass down the hall. My hands clench with remembrance.

At a sound outside, I spring to my feet. Tires on the drive and the hum of an engine. I snatch up my diary—no prying eyes will see it— turn off the lamp and hurry to a front window. A car is coming, but not Papa’s Ford. It skims the side of the drive and slinks in among the trees lining it. The engine stops; the lamps go off.

But I know the shape of that Packard convertible coupe. Someone gets out the far side. Though I can’t see his face, I see him move with stealthy purpose, keeping to the shadows. The driver climbs out, nearly invisible in the trees, but with the flicker of a match cupped near his mouth, I see the glint of Arthur Jackson’s hair, his sharp features. Red ash glowing, he leans on the fender and looks up. Though I cannot be seen in the darkened window, his metal gaze pierces me.

Does he want us to know he’s here? This could be planned; a meeting with Papa maybe. Or will Papa be caught by surprise? My heart clutches. I have to warn him!

But his instructions were clear. “If trouble comes …” Is this trouble? It feels like trouble.

I shove the diary into the waist of my skirt and run downstairs, praying with each step, then into the room off the kitchen that is Nonno’s place. I shake him awake, the words trembling on my lips. “Come, Nonno. Hurry. There’s trouble.”

His eyes jerk open, confusion swimming in their gray depths. “Trouble?”

My heart lodges in my throat at the furtive rattling of the front door. “Someone’s here. We have to hide. Quickly.” I’ll see Nonno safe, then think what to do about Papa.

Nonno brings his limbs over, but slowly, so slowly to the floor. I search for his cane as he slides his feet into his shoes, but there’s no time. I sling his arm over my shoulders. Leaning on each other, we pass through the kitchen, still smelling of warm bread and garlic.

The front door wrenches open.

“Hurry, Nonno!” I help him into the pantry and shut the door behind us, hardly breathing. Together, we grope past jarred tomatoes, jams, vinegary peppers, wheels of cheese, and sausages hanging from the ceiling. At the back wall, I feel my way down the shelves. There. My fingers slip into the hole, find the lever and release the catch that opens the wall.

I’ll see Nonno safely into the cellar. But Papa will come, and when he does …

My heart lurches at the sound of footsteps in the kitchen, steps of stealth and malice. I close the wall panel behind us, leaving only a pantry. But in the blackness of the other side, I lean and listen. Either he, too, waits and listens, or the prowler has moved on. He’ll find the house empty, report it to Arthur Jackson. Then go away! Go away before Papa comes home.

There’s no gas or electricity in the cellar, so I light the kerosene lamp hanging on a hook and look down to where Papa said to hide. I promised, but how can I hide when he might come home to a trap? I swallow the lump in my throat. First things first.

Nonno is too old to run, too unsteady to fight. I grab a metal rod from the corner and stick one end into the gears, then wedge the other end into the wall, pressing, then banging with my palms. No one will reach Nonno through this door.

With the lamp in one hand and Nonno leaning heavily, I start down into the cellar that holds racks of red Cabernet and Pinot Grigio. The DiGratia vines yield fruit regardless of Prohibition, and Nonno will not allow their waste. Our last bottlings we’ve sold for sacramental use, but Papa and Nonno argued over this year’s vintage, blessed by extra weeks of sunshine, no frost, no moldering damp.

And so the wine waits. Papa will not let it go cheap; Nonno refuses to consider an illegal sale. He says the government will soon see its folly. Papa tells him governments gorge on folly and there is no glut in sight.

Is this the trouble he meant? Did the banker Arthur Jackson promise Papa a more lucrative market for our wine? I wouldn’t doubt it, but if he was there to take delivery, Papa would not have said to hide in the cellar, and someone would not have broken into our house to lie in wait… . Don’t think it. Bad thoughts bring bad luck.

We reach the bottom of the stairs. “Come, Non—”

My words break at a sound overhead like marbles spilled on tile, a spattering of sharp, angry snaps. Papa! I spin, but Nonno’s grip tightens. On his face a look of pain. “Nonno, it’s Papa. It must be.” Sobs climb my throat.

Shaking his head, he draws me on through the cellar, limping and staggering. Papa … Grief floods my eyes. I have to know, but Nonno won’t let go. In the canting light we grope into the arched tunnel at the end of the cellar, and I guess his intention. We’ll go out this way and—

“Nonno?”

He seizes his chest and falls against the wall, clutching his arm, then sinking to his knees.

“Nonno, what’s wrong!” I clank down the lamp and grab onto him. “Nonno, hold on. Hold on, I’ll get help.”

He clings to me and rasps, “No, Antonia. You must not be found.”

Not be found? What … Gunshots. Arthur Jackson. Reality crushes me.

“Antonia.” He works too hard for words. “Under …” He sags.

“Nonno?” I cradle his head, feeling each of his ragged breaths in the feeble rise and fall of his chest. His eyelids flutter like the slow beat of tattered butterfly wings, then close.

Upstairs something horrible has happened, and in my arms it continues. Nonno! Papa! But there is only the scent of fear and grief as I rock on my knees, silently keening.

There is no time in the darkness of the cellar, only the pulsing of my grief. But slowly my name penetrates, not hollered, but whispered with urgency.

Nonno? His head is cold in my lap.

The whisper comes again, and someone steps into the lamp’s glow. Relief and confusion swirl. “Marco? What are you… ?”

“Shh.” He drops beside me, touches Nonno Quillan’s throat to learn what I know already, then meets my tear-filled gaze. “We have to go.”

“Go? I can’t leave—”

He grabs hold of my shoulders, dark eyes intense in his grim face. “There’s nothing more you can do for him.”

Where are the laughing eyes, the ardent mouth? Marco, the carefree beau. What is he doing here? “How did you get in? How did you know?” The cellar is my family’s secret. He would not just find it.

“Vittorio told me.”

Papa told Marco?

He slides Nonno’s head from my lap, folds the arms across his chest.

No. Leave him alone. Don’t pose him like a dead man. I suck in a sob. “Papa’s been shot. I heard it.”

He pulls me to my feet. “Let’s go.”

“I have to stay.”

“You can’t.”

My hand stings with the slap. “Don’t tell me I can’t.”

He takes hold of my arm, but I swing again. Marco ducks, grabs hold of me hard, trapping my arms and hissing, “He’ll guess you saw and heard.”

“I did see!” I thrash. “Arthur Jackson—”

He plants his hand over my mouth. “Don’t say it. Don’t tell anyone what you know.” I kick and squirm, but he forces me along the tunnel to the intruder gate he has left open. I have never felt such fury.

The diary digs into my ribs as I fight. Marco tightens his arms and pushes me through the gate that closes behind us. How has he gotten so strong, so cruel? I jerk my face free and sink my teeth into his wrist, wanting to hurt him more than I have ever wanted anything before.

Sucking in a breath, he eases his flesh out of my teeth. “Believe me, cara. There’s no other way.”

Believe him? I don’t know him, have never seen this man who grabs hold and forces me to leave behind the ones I love. What if Papa didn’t tell him? Was it Marco in the kitchen?

Panic infuses my struggle. Exasperated, he hoists me over his shoulder, trapping my kicking legs with a bear-like grip. The diary bites into my belly as he climbs the stairs, emerging into the garage. My inverted view passes over timbers that once formed stabling partitions, tools and pails and mechanical items. Then Marco lowers me to the floor.

The moment my feet touch, I haul back and kick his knee. “How dare you!”

Wincing, he grips his leg, and I shove him hard. Arms flung wide, he falls to his back.

“Get out of my sight.” I clench my hands, wishing he couldn’t see me shaking.

Marco rolls to his feet as the door opens and Joseph Martino slips inside. Joseph won’t expect me to leave when Nonno … But he looks from me to Marco, and something passes between them, a slight shake of Joseph’s head.

“What?” What did they communicate with a head shake?

Marco limps toward me. “We have to get out of here.”

I turn to Joseph. “Nonno Quillan is dead.”

Joseph’s face twists with pain. “Quillan?”

I point to the hatch. “His heart …” My words break on a sob. Joseph will understand my pain. He will share it. And there are tears in his eyes, tears in mine. But now I see blood on Joseph’s hand.

My gaze jerks to the house. “Papa?”

Joseph blocks the door. “He’s gone, Antonia. And Marco’s right. You have to get out of here.”

A moan passes through me. They’ll find Papa and investigate. But what about Nonno? If they find the cellar with the wine, they’ll think Papa did something wrong, that he deserved to die.

But Nonno … My head spins. I couldn’t save him. The pain is suffocating, but suddenly I know. I couldn’t save his life, but I can keep his secret. “I have to bury Nonno.”

“Don’t be crazy,” Marco barks, reaching for my arm.

Shoving his hand away, I search the garage, snagging my glance on the timbers. I’ve blocked the pantry door, and that leaves only one other way in. If I block it … “The cellar will be his tomb.”

“Antonia …”

Glowering at Marco, I grab a board, haul it to the hatch and wedge it between the stairs and the underside of the floor. I turn back, but Joseph is beside me already with more. Back and forth, until the three of us press the last boards into the tangle. Sweat glistens on Marco’s forehead. I press the hatch shut, and even though the square pavers fit snugly with the rest of the floor, I’m not satisfied. “Now dirt. So no one sees the hatch.” Like a tomb lost in desert sands.

Marco grips my arm, hissing, “We don’t have time.”

Joseph takes my other hand. “Please, Antonia. Go now.” He turns and grabs a shovel. “I’ll cover the floor. No one will disturb him.” I can smell his fear.

I squeeze his hand. “Promise.”

He presses our hands to his heart. “With the loyalty I owe your Nonno Quillan, I promise I will hide and guard his resting place until you return.”

My eyes stream with tears as I stop resisting Marco’s pull. His Studebaker is directly outside the door, engine running, a great, growling beast swallowing me up as Marco presses me into the passenger seat, runs around and gets behind the wheel.

“Where are you taking me?” My voice has died with the ones I’m leaving behind.

“As far away as I can get you.” He hooks his arm over the seat and spins the car back and around.

As we hurl down the drive and away from the only home I’ve ever known, I clutch my stomach and feel the empty skirt. No diary. Marco will not turn back, I know. I must have lost it in our struggle. I press my fingers to my forehead. What difference does it make? That life is gone, that Antonia dead. As dead and gone as everything I love.


CHAPTER ONE

They say lightning never strikes twice, but Lance hoped there was enough of the first jolt to keep things going with the woman perched stiffly in the taxi beside him. He hoped it enough to bring her home to his family, to show his underbelly; the place, the people who had formed him—and still left him vulnerable. People he loved and needed. He looked at Rese. Love and need, risky business.

As they left LaGuardia, he marveled that she had blocked out an unreserved week from the inn to accompany him, but mostly that she would accompany him at all. She’d given him a second chance, but second chance meant get it right this time or fagedda-bout-it. And what were the odds of that?

He had begun his mission alone and in secret, at the urging of Nonna Antonia. If that had remained his focus, he would have gone home without Rese, but he’d made her part of it—or she’d made him. One way or another they were in it together now. And no more secrets. This time he’d keep everything up front and do it right—or as close as he could get it. Shaky ground, but he was standing. Story of his life.

Rese stared out the window as they drove through Queens, then crossed the Triborough Bridge into the Bronx, where the scene waxed less than lovely. After living in swanky Sausalito, working only in the most elite neighborhoods in San Francisco, and purchasing her own piece of wine country Sonoma real estate, the view was no doubt a disappointment.

His Belmont neighborhood had shrunk to a quaint attraction as progeny went to college, found professional positions, and moved out to the suburbs. Not many third-generation Italian-Americans stayed close and called it home, as he had, until Nonna’s request sent him across the country to Rese’s inn. Now, although this looked like coming home, it wasn’t.

He’d found his place in Sonoma, with Rese … if he got it right this time. He’d only known her three months, but that was long compared to his folks, who had met on the dance floor where Pop proposed that same night with the memorable words, “So, I think we should get married; whatchu think?”

Proceeding through the Bronx past Pelham Parkway to Fordham Road and on into the hood, Lance glanced at Rese, who was now studying the architecture of Belmont Avenue and then Hughes, as they progressed along 186th to the four-story building his family owned. No barred windows, no graffiti, and the brick and stonework were nice, especially along the roof.

Rese was noting it all with her trained eye, but he couldn’t read her thoughts. Did she see that his family took care of the building they’d owned since the thirties? Or did she see a broken-down neighborhood clinging to its past?

The cab pulled to the curb and the driver popped the trunk. Lance stepped onto the sidewalk that had borne his chalk, his cherry bombs, and for a while, his cigarette butts. More than that, it was the spot where he and his friends had sung when they’d been sent outside to bother someone else.

“Ay, Lance.”

He turned at the call.

Frankie Cavallo hung out the window of the Mr. Softee truck, playing the music-box ditty that was the piper’s call to children far and near. “Whatchu doin’ in a cab? Where’s that bike what drowns out my music?”

Lance grinned. If that tune didn’t have such good memories attached, it would be pure torture. You had to admire a guy who could hear it all day and still call it music. Probably had no ear at all.

When Rese climbed out, Frankie raised his ridge of eyebrows. “So that’s how it is.” He winked and crawled on along the block, enticing the children with soft-serve pleasure they would never outgrow.

But the damage had been done, and Lance couldn’t help thinking of his Harley back in Rese’s workshop. He sighed. “We should have taken the bike. The road stretched out before us, the wind in our hair—”

“Wind in your hair; I wear a helmet.”

Lance hauled her duffle out and set it on the curb. “Baxter in my arms… .”

“Animal endangerment.”

His backpack next. “Did you see his face when we left him behind?”

“It was buried in Michelle’s hand.”

“She bribed him.” Poor dog. Lance felt for the animal with all his heart.

“It would have taken too long to drive. I have responsibilities.” Rese folded her arms across her chest.

They had responsibilities. Though he was not surprised she didn’t say that. Rese looked as though she might jump back into the cab and leave him wondering if his time in Sonoma had been no more than a dream—the kind of dream that wakes you in a heart-pounding sweat, gasping Gesù, Maria, e Giuseppe, then plunging your head into cold water for the clean, painful shock of it. He had fallen in love with a woman who might never trust him again. That she needed his expertise was the only thing he had going.

He leaned in and paid the driver, then turned to find the strained look on Rese that brought his gaze straight to her mouth. He could soften that mouth, but when Michelle had stopped his kissing Rese in the inn’s driveway by proffering his grandmother’s lost diary, he had seen very clearly the Lord’s warning hand. He was not getting away with anything this time.

Rese gripped her duffle and slung the strap over her shoulder. He could carry it for her, but she wasn’t that kind of girl. Here in his warmly expressive neighborhood, with her marble features and stoic stance, she was as incongruous as soprasatta on rye. It had seemed right to bring her, but that presumed a facility with good decision-making and a heart that didn’t leap before his head could ask how far.

And since most everything he’d done since meeting Rese had been wrong, he was in the hole already. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but the nature of his quest had set them at odds. Amazing how you could blind yourself when you needed something so badly it left a taste like metal in your mouth.

And he had hurt her, because he hadn’t known how to get out of what he’d started. One of these days, he’d learn what trouble looked like from the front side instead of dead center.



————



The strap of her duffle dug into her shoulder, and Rese imagined steel rods connecting her head to her spine. Why had she agreed to this? Hadn’t she learned that listening to Lance took her directions she never intended to go?

“I have to show Nonna Antonia what I’ve found, put her mind at rest. But it involves you, too, Rese. I want her to see you, to know what you’re doing with the place, what the plan is.” As always, his idea had implanted, and now she was on the opposite end of the country with a man she knew better than to trust, yet couldn’t seem to resist.

When would she learn to say no? It had never been an issue until the dark-eyed spellbinder strode into her inn with a gilded tongue full of ideas that turned her simple plans upside down. And the worst part was, she’d let him—as she had now, and probably would again.

This was not her normal mode. This was the havoc of Lance Michelli. She shifted the bag and looked up at the red-brick building— circa 1935 judging by the Art Deco motifs: white brick arches over the highest windows with a prominent keystone that hinted of Mayan and Egyptian influences emerging from the Paris Exposition of 1925.

The same white-brick motif formed a linear design beneath the top story and decorated the edges of the middle two stories. The lower windows were crowned with a boat-shaped header with the same elongated keystone for continuity. Somehow the metal fire escape running down the front didn’t ruin the effect.

Hoisting his pack, Lance led her past a storefront with an awning that read Bella Tabella to a metal scrollwork door beside it. He unlocked the door, and she followed him down a bike-strewn hallway, cracking where the walls met the high ceiling that bore a painted pipe along its length—a plumbing addition or repair done in the most cost-effective and least aesthetic way. Rese’s fingers twitched. The old place deserved better.

Still, there were some nice features. The marble staircase at the back had geometric designs on the newel post, in keeping with the period, and the Beaumont-glass light fixtures appeared to be original. With some TLC, it could be brought into prime condition.

But what was she thinking? She was out of renovation, into hospitality, which was why she needed Lance, why she’d agreed to speak with his grandmother to clear up any impediments. This was about the Wayfaring Inn. She had to keep that foremost in her mind.

They climbed the first flight, walked halfway down the hall to the second door, and Lance inserted another key. So this was his place, the apartment he shared with Chaz and Rico. Though not as grim as some of what they’d driven through, this whole scene was not what she’d pictured for him.

Inside the door, he set his pack in the corner, stacked hers atop, and hollered, “Momma! I have someone for you to meet.”

Rese stiffened. Momma?

A woman stepped out from a side room into the hall, one hand fluffing her hair as she approached. “What, you don’t tell me you’re bringing someone? You don’t want me to look nice when you bring me someone to meet?”

He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You look nice, Momma.”

More than nice. The woman was shapely in a classic hourglass way, with olive-toned skin and shoulder-length mahogany hair laced with silver. Sophia Loren in a housedress. Rese’s throat closed up.

Lance drew her forward by the elbow. “This is Rese Barrett.”

“Rese?” His mother’s brow puzzled.

“Theresa, but she goes by Rese.”

His mother turned to her. “Therese the little flower, or Teresa of Avila?”

“Just Rese,” she managed. They were supposed to be meeting his stroke-ridden grandmother, explaining about the inn, making a business plan. Now his mother had fixed her with the expectant look of a cat on a mousehole.

“You’re the secret he’s been keeping, ay?”

Death by bludgeoning. Where was a hammer when she needed one? “I’m sorry this is unexpected.”

“Ah, well.” The woman closed her into a hug and kissed her cheek. Rese stood like wood as she moved to the second cheek, planting kisses on a person she’d never laid eyes on, then turning to her own offspring with a glare. “So I would have had a nice meal planned; I would have gotten dressed.”

He grinned, and Rese could see the little boy he’d been, the boy who lied just to see if he could get away with it—and the man who lied to her. Or was it keeping secrets? He hadn’t told her anything untrue; he just hadn’t told her everything—as he hadn’t told his mother they were coming.

“How’s Nonna? Can I see her?”

“Sleeping. I just left her.”

He nodded. “I’m taking Rese upstairs. We’ll see you in a while.” He hefted his pack, and she snatched her tote and followed him back down the hall to the stairs.

As soon as they reached the next floor she hissed, “You didn’t tell her I was coming?”

He set down his pack. “I was saving her.”

“What?”

He unlocked another door. “If I told her I was bringing you home, she’d have scoured every inch of the building, had her hair colored, lost five pounds, and bought enough food to feed you for a year.”

Rese opened her mouth, but no retort came. She couldn’t fathom anyone fussing like that over her. “Well … she … I don’t know her name.”

“Doria, but just call her Momma. Everyone does.”

Rese glared. “You didn’t say I was meeting your mother. You said we were telling—”

“We are. But I could hardly take you upstairs without introducing you. Frankie saw you, so the neighborhood knows, and Momma will have heard eleven different versions within the hour.”

Rese frowned. It wasn’t so much what he did as how he did it. There was no time to duck.

He pushed open the door and let her into a narrow room with a high plastered ceiling and linoleum floor. As in the rest of the building, the doors and trim were coated in seventy years of white paint, under which she could sense the wood smothering. A navy couch sat in the center with two ecru chairs and glass tables with steel frames. The eclectic art on the walls looked original but hardly museum quality. Lush red and beige rugs saved the apartment from being hard and cold. And of course, in the corner sat a drum set, keyboard, and other musical paraphernalia.

She stopped her gaze at the end of the room. “Kitchenette? Lance Michelli with a kitchenette?”

He shrugged. “I mostly cook downstairs.”

“In your mother’s kitchen?” She was getting a strange picture.

“All the way down. Bella Tabella, Nonna’s restaurant.” He went to the window that looked out over the street. Its twin to the left had an air-conditioner, but it wasn’t turned on.

Lance tugged the window open, letting in the scent of traffic and pavement. “Not much happening down there now, but when the restaurant opens for dinner, people line the walk waiting for their tables. It’s like a family gathering. From up here you get squabbles and boasts and pretty much everything that’s happening to everyone. More than you wanted to know.”

Everyone’s business shared like the flu.

Lance leaned a hip against the frame. “Still mad?”

“I ought to be.” He had obviously not improved in the communication department. With as much as he talked, you’d think he would tell people the important things like “I’m bringing a guest” and “You’ll meet my mother the minute you set foot in my neighborhood.” “You should have told us.”

He spread his hands expansively. “It’s going to get crazy once word spreads. I thought it would be easier for you if the whole troop wasn’t waiting at the door, pushing and shoving to kiss you first.”

“How bad will it be?”

“About thirty curious people’s worth. I thought you’d rather meet them little by little.”

She had to recognize the logic. The only alternative would have been to give her all the facts, and that, of course, was beyond him.

“In the meantime, you can settle in.” He led her to three doorways at the opposite end of the room; a bedroom that must be for Chaz and Rico, a bath, then another bedroom that might have been his, but was now clearly Star’s. Brilliant hand-sized tropical frog sculptures stretched, perched, and dangled from a dozen spots, and piles of flimsy, colorful clothes adorned the rest.

“Looks like Star’s in here. You can share with her. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

She felt suddenly claustrophobic. She’d spent many nights with Star, growing up, but not in confined spaces such as these, with five of them in the same apartment. It had been only Dad and her for a long time in their house, and even at the inn, the guests were upstairs and her first-floor suite was her own private haven.

He looked toward the hallway. “Unless you’d rather try upstairs with one of my sisters, but they’re pretty maxed out.”

“They live here too? Your whole family?” He might have said that, but she hadn’t imagined them all packed under one roof.

“Monica’s family splits the top floor with Lucy’s. Sofie lives with Nonna across the hall. The two rooms in the back are for Dom and Vinnie. They’re not family, but they lost their rent control, so Pop fixed them up.” He pointed to a bent woman in a black veil sitting in a lawn chair on the sidewalk. “Stella lives across the street, but she likes the shade on our side better. Some people call her Strega Stella, but I’ve never seen her fly, with or without a broom. She just feeds the neighborhood cats.”

Rese stared at him. From the moment they’d stepped out of the taxi, he had taken on mannerisms and speech that matched his surroundings and made her question all over again who he was. No wonder he was so good at fooling people.

“Except for Nonna, who keeps watch on her restaurant and everything else that happens on the street, we put the old ones in the back so they can look out on the courtyard. Come on, I’ll show you.” He took the duffle bag from her shoulder and dumped it in the bedroom, then led her back into the hallway. A child cried upstairs as he took her down the stairs to a back door and turned the two dead bolts to exit.

The courtyard had a tree. Three of them actually, though two were spindly, and none had much in the way of foliage. The yard was a narrow, brick-paved space between the surrounding buildings, and a portion of it had been built up into garden beds similar to those Lance had made in her yard at the inn. She was no expert on growing things, but they looked more like vegetables than flowers. Pigeons bobbed and pecked around a metal bench in one corner near a plastic turtleshaped sandbox.

Overhead a window opened, and a woman called, “Lance! Say hi to Nicky so he’ll stop screaming and let me tie his shoes.”

Lance craned his head back and hollered, “Ay, Nick. What’s with the noise?”

A little face appeared at the fourth-floor window, and even at that distance Rese could see him beam. “I want to play wif you.”

“Then get your shoes on and stop giving your mom a hard time.”

The window below that one opened, and a gray-haired man leaned out with a stump of cigar between his teeth. “Now, there’s the pot calling the kettle black.” Smoke wafted out around his head. “Your mother’s a saint.”

“That’s my job.” Lance smiled. “Getting Momma into heaven.”

Rese glanced away when the old man saw her watching.

“Who’s that?” He gestured with the cigar he pulled from his teeth.

“Rese Barrett. My business partner.”

“Business! Whatsa matter? You don’t got eyes?”

“I got eyes.”

The old man shook his head, jammed the stump back in his teeth, and closed the window. Rese tried not to imagine what the smoke was doing to paint and textiles.

Lance turned. “That was Vinnie, and my sister Monica is on her way down with my nephew. She’ll try to ditch him with me and get you off alone for every detail of our relationship.”

Which would be a feat, since the details were definitely undefined. Rese met his eyes. “You told Vinnie it was business.”

“Want to change that?” He’d assured her he would not be able to respect her professional barriers, but in the two weeks since his reprieve, he’d been acutely appropriate.

“We came to talk to your grandmother.” To settle things with the Wayfaring Inn that used to be his grandmother’s home but now belonged to her. At least on the deed she held. But of course there was also the deed with his grandmother’s name.

“Right.” He smiled with only a hint of disappointment, which she was not taking responsibility for.

The door burst open, and the child tore over to strangle Lance’s legs, his sneakers neatly tied, but his hair a mess of blond curls. He stepped back and punched Lance’s thigh. “I missed you.” Then he grabbed hold again and squeezed.

“If you hit him hard enough, maybe he’ll stick around.” The sister Monica came out, shaking her head.

Lance snatched up the boy and pointed to his own chest. “Give me your best shot.”

Nicky punched him again.

“You’ll never make it to the ring that way. Better go to college.”

He wrestled the boy’s head, then blew an ugly noise on his neck. Laughing hard, the child squirmed and jerked until Lance let him down. Then Lance kissed his sister and said, “How you doin’?”

“I’m losing my breakfast every morning and napping longer than Nicky.”

“When’re you due?”

“Not for seven more months.”

“You want me to take Bobby down, tell him quit messing with my sister?”

She laughed, then turned, and Rese got her first good look. Monica was at least a decade older than Lance, and the features that were striking on him were a little hard on her. But her figure was soft and shapely and would obviously be filling out more in the next seven months.

Lance spread his hand. “This is Rese Barrett. Rese, my sister Monica.”

Rese held out her hand to shake, but Monica leaned in and kissed her cheeks.

Nicky pressed in between them. “Me now.”

Rese thought he wanted his mother’s affection, but when Monica picked him up, he lunged away and planted his kisses on the stranger too.

Monica rolled her eyes at Lance. “He’s like you, kissing every girl that breathes.”

Lance winced. “Thanks.” He turned. “You can’t believe what people say in this neighborhood. It’s all scherzi.”

“No joke.” Monica knuckled his arm. “He kept count on his wall.”

“Hey, Nick.” Lance chucked the child’s chin. “I think Momma wants to dig in the sandbox, ay?”

“No, you.” Nicky lunged for Lance and would have tumbled out of his mother’s arms if Lance hadn’t caught him.

“Sure, you little traitor. Gang up on me.” He carried the child off to the sandbox.

Monica watched them for a minute, then said, “Have you set a date?”

Rese turned. “For what?”

“You mean he hasn’t proposed yet?”

Proposed? A scene came to mind so vividly it brought a flush to her cheeks, Lance on the side of the road, hands on his hips, hollering, “Do you want to marry me?”

“We’re business partners. An inn, a bed-and-breakfast in Sonoma.”

Monica cocked an eyebrow in just the manner Rese always wished she could master. It showed disbelief, irreverence, and humor all at once.

The scrutiny annoyed her. “That’s what we came to talk to your grandmother about. It’s complicated.”

“I’ll bet.” Monica turned back to her son and brother playing in the sand.

“Hey, look at that,” Lance called as Nicky held up a quarter. “Dig up enough of those and you can go to Ida’s candy store for an egg cream.”

“He’s planting them,” Monica said. “He always does. Nicky can’t understand why he never finds quarters when Lance isn’t here.”

Rese considered that. “You could plant them.”

“And spoil him? I leave that to Lance.” Monica slid her fingers through her hair. “So, how does this partnership work?”

Rese drew her thoughts back to the subject. She hadn’t had much time to see how it would work. They had barely established a plan when she learned Lance had come there under false pretenses and ordered him out. They’d been reconciled for two awkward weeks before taking advantage of a gap in reservations to come find closure with his grandmother. “Lance cooks and manages the business.”

“What do you do?”

“I renovated it. I own the property.”

“So he works for you?”

Rese shook her head. “No. I made him a partner.” Though she was less sure than ever what that meant.

“Keep it out of your mouth, Nicky,” Monica called.

“He’s just getting his pound of dirt,” Lance called back.

“Yeah, you gotta eat a pound of dirt before you die.” Monica wagged her finger at him. “You pay his dentist bill when he thinks he can eat rocks.”

“I told him people used to bite coins to see if they were gold.”

“You find any gold in there, we’ll all retire.” She turned back. “Do you always wear your hair so short?”

Rese touched the fringe of hair above her ear. It was actually needing a trim. “When you work a construction site you don’t want anything getting in your way.”

Monica gave her a curious look. “Well, you got the ears for it. They don’t stick out.”

Rese touched an earlobe that Lance had dared her into piercing. She hadn’t really cared how her ears, or anything else, looked with the short haircuts. It was simply practical.

Lance left the toddler in the sandbox and rejoined them. “So did you learn everything you wanted to know?”

“Momma thinks you’ve brought home a prospective bride.”

He tipped his head and traveled Rese with his eyes. “Sure. Why not?”

Rese raised her chin defensively.

He said, “You want to marry me?” His supposed penitence had obviously evaporated on his home turf.

She scowled. “I already answered that.”

He turned to Monica and shrugged. “She said fagedda-bout-it.”

Monica laughed.

Yeah, great joke. Rese seethed.

Lance touched her elbow. “Let’s see if Nonna’s awake.” He headed for the door and waved her in. She stomped past, but he pulled her aside at the base of the stairs. “Monica’s my oldest sister. She takes bossy and conniving to new heights. If she thought I meant it, she would hound us, plotting every scenario to throw us together.” In the dimness of the narrow hall, he stroked her with his gaze. “I prefer to make my own time.”

He’d wasted no time from the start.

“Besides, third time’s a charm. Next time I ask, you’ll say yes.”

Just like that the air left the building.


CHAPTER TWO

The smell of crushed grapes wafting on night air.

Crickets sing from the vines to the fog.

Another voice joins in gossamer tones,

one heart calling to another.

Antonia woke. She didn’t want to. Each dream memory was precious, and becoming more so with every playing. Such a carefree time. What halcyon days and dulcet nights—until the day Marco came walking up the lane dressed like a picture from Vanity Fair, complete with cocked fedora, his arched nose cutting the air like a prow… .

He moves with the gait of a person who knows his place in life and means to take it, and my interest is capped only by my instant desire to thwart him.

He tips his hat and flashes his smile. “Hello there. I’m looking for Vittorio Shepard. This the place?”

I nudge the porch swing with my heel. “Vittorio Shepard is my papa. What do you want from him?” I am smug in my rudeness, but then Nonno Quillan comes out the door.

“Where is your hospitality, Antonia? It’s hot. Offer the young man a drink.”

Young? He is not so young. And lately I have scrutinized Papa’s companions with caution. Without rising, I ask, “Would you like something to drink?”

In his arrogance he ignores me, turns to Nonno instead. “Vittorio Shepard?”

“I’m Quillan Shepard. Vittorio is my son.” He steadies himself with the silver-headed cane. “He’s at work in town, but we expect him soon.” A balmy breeze lifts Nonno’s full white hair from his shoulders and buoys my heart with love for him.

The man approaches and extends his hand. “I’m Marco Michelli.”

Their hands come together under Nonno’s careful scrutiny, his gray eyes absorbing details this Marco doesn’t realize he surrenders. But then Mr. Michelli turns his gaze on me, and every thought flutters up like quail startled from the brush.

“Something cold would suit nicely.” He smiles.

I take my time rising, then go inside to perform my duty. I squeeze lemons and sugar the juice, then pick ice chips and add cool water. I could have just given him water, but I want to show that we are above that. Even a vagabond swaggering up the drive can receive something special from the DiGratia Shepards.

I carry the glass out and hand it over, then return to my place on the swing while Nonno and the stranger discuss the weather, the economy, and the political landscape. “Quillan Shepard.” Mr. Michelli snaps his fingers. “The poet?”

Nonno tips his head. I want to ask what this man has read, to make him prove he knows my grandfather’s work. But then it would seem I am interested—which I’m not, in spite of the sideways glances I can’t resist. What business does he have with my papa?

“Antonia also writes,” Nonno says, and I frown because now Mr. Michelli fixes me once again in his sight. “And she’s an excellent cook.”

“You sound like you’re auctioning me off.” But that is his way, always deflecting attention from himself—unlike Mr. Michelli, who seems to soak it up like parched ground.

Both Nonno and the stranger laugh, and I have to admit he has a pleasant laugh, no hoot or guffaw. He asks a few polite questions about my writing, which is hardly more than a diary I keep of poems and snippets of thoughts and tales that come into my head.

Mr. Michelli nods. “Talent must run in the family.”

“What talent are you pursuing with my father?” A slight shifting of his eyes kindles my suspicions.

He says, “Business.”

“Then why don’t you see him at the bank?”

Nonno clicks his tongue to scold me, but Mr. Michelli holds me firmly now in his gaze, and I wonder if I imagined that earlier blink. “The entity I represent prefers anonymity.”

I scowl. “An underworld figure?”

“Antonia,” Nonno chides.

“Would your father be the one to see for that?”

I spring to my feet. “If you need to ask that, you have no business with him. Finish your drink and scram.”

He raises his eyebrows but makes no move to either drain the glass or leave the porch. “It was your assumption, Miss Shepard, that I represent an underworld figure. Naturally I would be concerned as to why you assumed that.”

I rub my hands on my skirt, thinking lately I’ve seen Papa with questionable people. And that he’s gone into the private world of someone I deeply distrust. But I show none of that to this stranger. “Someone who wants to have legitimate business with my father would see him at the bank.” I draw myself up as tall as I can.

“And where would someone who wants to have illegitimate business see your father?”

I expel a hard breath and fist my hands. “You may leave now.”

He raises the glass and drains it, then holds it out to me. “That was fine, thank you.”

I take it with just the feeling of subservience he intends, I am sure. “Find someone else to do your dirty work. My papa can’t be bought.”



————



As Lance tapped the door with his knuckle, Rese geared herself to meet the woman whose secrets first sent him to the villa. Nonna Antonia, his grandmother. Since he didn’t have with him the box containing the things he’d found for her, he would probably not go into all of that now, but meeting her would be tense enough.

Lance gently pushed open the door. “Nonna?”

The woman in the chair had once been striking; Rese could see that, despite the disfigurement of the stroke. Her hands looked frail, but seemingly not arthritic, as the pale fingers were thin and soft. Her hair was pulled back into a twist that displayed the length of her nose, defined cheekbones, and a tapered jaw—features Lance shared, though age and infirmity had sharpened hers.

Her soft blue eyes saw nothing but Lance as he moved close and kissed her, holding on moments too long, as though the feel of his grandmother’s arms made him want to crawl into her lap and stay there. Somehow it wasn’t unmanly at all. Rese held back, aware that this moment was for them alone, but as soon as he released her, the old woman turned.

“Wh … o?”

“Nonna, this is Rese.” Lance reached out and drew her over.

“Com[image: Il_9781441202840_0019_001]bella.”

Rese took the hand that jerked toward her with skin that felt like fallen leaves. She didn’t know how to answer because she hadn’t understood the greeting but didn’t want to make her repeat it.

“That means ‘how lovely’,” Lance said.

No wonder she hadn’t understood. It wasn’t English.

The woman reached up her other hand to hold both of Rese’s. “L … et me s … ee you.”

Rese tried not to flinch as the pale eyes scrutinized her. Maybe they were weak, because the woman pulled her close, then closer. She brushed her cheeks with her papery lips, then made a cross on her forehead with her thumb and followed that with a kiss too.

Rese drew back slowly, strangely moved by this demonstration and not nearly as awkward as she had been with the others. Maybe she was getting used to it, or else the age and dignity of this shrunken woman imbued a certain relevance to the gesture.

Lance turned. “This is my Nonna Antonia, Rese. It was her grandfather I buried.”

Rese nodded. “I’m happy to meet you.” This woman had apparently grown up in the villa Rese had just renovated. The woman Lance was willing to lie and cheat for. She shook that thought away. Seeing them together, she glimpsed the bond that had driven him. Glimpsed, but didn’t understand.

Or did she? Visions filled her mind of her own mother and the fierce love she’d felt for her. Hadn’t she done everything to protect her, even lying to her father? She didn’t want to think about any of that. There were decisions to be made about her mother’s care, but not now, not here.

The door opened and a young woman came in, slighter and fairer than Monica, but similar enough to guess a family connection. “Non—” She stopped. “Lance!” She set down her briefcase, came over and hugged him tightly, an honest hug with no cheek kissing. They looked close in age, but there was life and intelligence in her face that Rese hadn’t seen in Monica.

Lance held her back and studied her. “How you doin’?” There was tenderness in his tone that hadn’t been there with his older sister.

She tipped her head and shrugged.

“Sofie, this is Rese.”

And suddenly the sister realized she was there. She turned. “Hi. Sorry. I was surprised to see Lance.” She held out her hand to shake.

Rese took it firmly. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nurse or therapist?”

Rese blinked, but Lance said, “She’s with me.”

Up went the eyebrows. “Oh.” Then came the kisses, one for each cheek. Rese stifled her laugh. So far, Lance was the only one who hadn’t. It might have been easier getting it all over with at once. But then, it was kind of nice too.

Sofie bent and kissed Antonia. “Com[image: Il_9781441202840_0019_001] stai?”

“Bene, cara.” She seemed to speak Italian without halting and dragging the words.

“Do you need anything?”

“No, grazie.”

Sofie straightened. “So tell me everything. Does Momma know?”

Lance laughed. “Don’t start making plans.”

Sofie turned to her. “He’s dragging his feet?”

That was one thing that could never be said about Lance.

“We’re in business together,” he said.

“Business?”

“Business.” He looked her over. “Are you finished with classes for the summer?”

“No, I’m in for the summer. It never ends.”

“Sofie’s getting her doctorate in behavioral disorders.”

Rese nodded. “Wow. Sounds like work.” And just the sort of brain exercise she’d never pursued herself, until recently, trying to understand her mother’s condition—and possibly her own.

“It’s hard.” A shadow passed over her features as Sofie slipped her loose blouse off and laid it over the back of a chair, then walked in her sleeveless top to the window. She opened the one that looked out over the street. “What’s Momma doing for dinner?”

“Ferragosto.”

“Madonna mia!” Laughing, Sofie turned to her. “Ferragosto is the Belmont street festival. Opera, folk dancing, clowns, and food, food, food. Momma probably will make something on par with that for you.” Then to Lance, “You’d better get down there and help her.”

“I’m on vacation.”

“Then you can’t complain.”

“Would I do that?”

Sofie huffed. “Only every day of your life.”

Lance jutted his chin toward Rese. “She’s not picky.”

“That’s why she stands you, ay?” Sofie nudged him.

“No doubt.”

She picked up her briefcase with a sigh. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Rese. Now I have to study.” She headed into a room at the back and closed the door.

Rese glanced back to the grandmother, whose gaze was already, or still, trained on her.

Lance said, “Nonna, we need to talk.”

“L … ater.” She raised and dropped her hand.

He took the hand in his. “Nonna …”

“N … ot now.”

He brought her fingers to his lips. “Okay. Anything I can do for you?”

“You al … ready have.”



————



Antonia quivered as the door closed behind them. Why wouldn’t Lance leave it alone? She didn’t want to answer his questions. It was enough to have Nonno Quillan buried. She had done all she could. All she could. She couldn’t change the past. Couldn’t …

I stare at the note, stunned by his audacity.

Dear Miss Shepard,

I fear we have started off on the wrong foot. As your esteemed grandfather, Quillan Shepard, seems somewhat disposed toward me, I hope you will allow me the opportunity to extend my regrets for my imprudent comments. Will you see me this evening?

Sincerely,

Marco Michelli

Muttering under my breath, I stalk to the escritoire and snatch a small sheet of stationery. With the fine fountain pen Nonno gave me just days ago, I write:

Dear Mr. Michelli,

My nonno is the least of your concerns. He is very forward thinking and accepting. It is my papa you will have to convince, and since he is no less discerning than I, your chances remain bleak.

Most sincerely,

Antonia DiGratia Shepard

The young man who brought the first correspondence takes my answer, though Mr. Michelli could have picked up the telephone and received my refusal immediately. Did he think his formal and oldfashioned method would impress me?

But the car returns a short while later, and the youth offers my own note back. I am puzzled, then annoyed to find Marco Michelli’s answer penned on the back.

Bella Antonia,

I am up to the task, I assure you. I will call tonight at eight.

Your ardent admirer,

Marco Michelli

Ardent admirer? He pokes fun at me. I look up to offer a verbal and far less civil reply, but the youth has climbed into the car and is pulling away—no doubt as he’s been instructed. Taking the note upstairs, I fume.

Bella Antonia. Ardent admirer. I have not overestimated his opinion of himself. Bene. I will see him at eight and balance his perspective. Papa will be home by then, and between us, we will teach Mr. Michelli some humility.

But Papa isn’t home by eight o’clock when Marco Michelli arrives in the same olive Studebaker Dictator his messenger drove earlier. I have served Nonno the polenta he loves and seen him to his room since he is less steady as the day wears on and the old injuries in his leg pain him. Now I am alone to face Marco Michelli, and that is better still. No one will make me keep a civil tongue.

But when he gets out of the car with a posy of violets in one hand and his mandolin in the other, I am hard-pressed to remember my ire. He approaches the porch holding out the flowers, which I bring to my nose without thinking. Sweet violets, sweeter than all the roses … The tune carries in my head and makes me smile. If he’d brought a big showy bouquet, I would have scorned it.

He says, “The gazebo might be a swell place to sit.”

I raise my nose from the violets. “How do you know about the gazebo?”

“Your papa suggested it. When he gave permission for me to call.” He smiles.

Oh, the nerve of him! But when he holds out his elbow, I take it. “So you transacted your business with Papa?”

“I initiated it.”

“At the bank.” We head around the house.

“In town.”

The tweed of his Norfolk jacket is coarse under my fingers. I should have grabbed a wrap myself. Away from the shelter of the porch the evening is chilly. “Why does it have to be so secret?”

“Not everyone in this country is poor, Miss Shepard. But with so many suffering, some people with a pile of jack prefer to handle it quietly.”

I look up at that. “Is it your money, really?”

He tips back his head and laughs. “I don’t guess you’re a golddigger, but you better look elsewhere if you are.”

“I don’t care about your money.”

“Or lack of.”

The path winds through the herb beds past the garage that was once a carriage house to the gazebo that looks out over the vineyard, now a tenth of the original land. We are blessed to have held on when the uncles and cousins and neighbors have all sold out or turned the land over to the bank and moved to the city. Many work for the cannery; some do jobs for the don who owns it. At least Papa takes no part in that, though he’s been invited more than once.

With his hand on my elbow, Marco assists me up the stairs. There is something to be said for a man with a few more years on him than the careless youths who call. Benches fill three sides of the gazebo, but I stand at the rail, facing west over the fields.

Marco takes the mandolin from his back and sets it on a bench, then removes his jacket and puts it over my shoulders. “Megglio?”

“Yes, better, thanks.” My heart scampers inside my ribs. Though the darkness of his coloring suggests southern paesano heritage, he is tall and well-formed with a Roman bearing. I am three-quarters Italian, and when he uses the language I learned at Nonna Carina’s knee, it has a devastating impact on my decision to disdain him.

And when he picks up the mandolin and sings “Che Gelida Manina” from Puccini’s La Bohème, I know the gazebo will never again be wood and nails; it will forever house the notes he sends into the night that bring my heart to his feet, as he knew they would.



————



Lance closed the door of Nonna’s apartment, frustrated. “She gives stubborn a whole new face.”

Rese looked up. “How?”

“She won’t let me tell her what I have, what I found.”

“I thought she wanted you to find it.”

He expelled a short breath. “So did I.” But he was beginning to suspect a purpose-deficit disorder when it came to knowing what was expected of him.

In the dim hall he inserted the key to open his apartment. From upstairs came his nieces’ and nephews’ voices, wild with the start of vacation and making his sisters crazy, no doubt. Below, Gianni Schicchis “O Mio Babbino Caro” rang out from Momma’s stereo. She didn’t always listen to opera, only when performing her Italian mother routine, triggered now by his bringing a girl home.

“Is it always this noisy?” Rese said.

“This is nothing.” It could get noisier, and in his parents’ days, before air-conditioning when all the windows were open, it had been worse still.

He gripped the knob but didn’t turn it. Standing there with Puccini’s opera coming through the floor, he wanted to take Rese in his arms and kiss the breath from her. Come to think of it, why was he holding back, anyway? “Com[image: Il_9781441202840_0019_001] bella,” Nonna had said, not just stating the obvious, but approving.

He took in her face—brown, thick-lashed eyes with no mascara; milk-smooth cheek that felt as soft as it looked; strong, determined chin that supported a mouth so … He leaned, but a squeal rose from the staircase at the end of the hall, followed seconds later by a rush of pale limbs and rosy spirals. Rese turned to receive Star’s hugs.

Lance hooked fingers and tapped fists with Rico. “Hey, man. Good timing.” He let them all into the apartment.

Rico whistled as Star dragged Rese into her room. “You’ve got more lives than a Hindu cat.”

“Hardly.”

“You’re walking on water, ’mano.”

Lance glanced toward the bedroom. “If she didn’t need me at the inn, I’d be bottom feeding.”

Rico laid a book on the table, and Lance caught the title. Beloved Sonnets?

Rico read his thoughts. “Star likes Shakespeare. I read to her in the park.”

Lance dropped his jaw. “You can read?”

“Funny.”

“Still celibate?”

Rico grinned.

“Impossible.”

He spread his hands. “I’m a new man.”

Lance pictured Star just weeks ago with bruises from the boyfriend who “couldn’t let her go.” Moments later, she and Rico had started a chaste courtship unlike any of his others. There were issues, Star’s especially, but Rico didn’t seem to see them. He had taken the admonition not to mess with her as a holy decree, though Lance was just trying to get Star through a bad spot. He hadn’t expected Rico—who spent his life in two places, the drum set and the bedroom—to manage it indefinitely.

But who was he to judge? Maybe it was just that Tony wasn’t there to do it. Here in the city Tony’s absence gaped. The towers had come down too long ago to still feel it so bad. But Lance would have liked to show his big brother the woman he’d brought home. He’d have liked to tell him, “This one won’t get me in trouble; she makes me better.” And that was a feat for anyone, given his propensity to mess up.

His throat tightened as he imagined presenting her to Tony. No other introduction would have meant so much. He imagined Tony’s face, his ability to read a person’s character. He’d have seen it, that special quality in her that reached in and took hold.

“This is it, Tony. I know it.”

“Then don’t screw it up.”

I won’t. A hard wave of desire hit him, not the kind that tempted, but the kind that put a hunger in his soul. As Rese and Star came out of the bedroom, he had to remind himself she had only agreed to a working relationship plus neck rubs. His family would assume more, that he wouldn’t have brought her unless she mattered. They would see who she was to him.

And Rese would see who he was. So far she seemed shell-shocked. Though she’d grown up on the construction sites of her dad’s renovations and worked her way into partnership with him, they’d been high-class renovations, and Sausalito was not the Bronx.

Star’s diaphanous dress clung and fluttered as she flitted over to the small refrigerator, moving through the place as though she’d been there longer than two and a half weeks. But then, she had made herself right at home in the Sonoma villa as well. She took out a soda. There wasn’t much else in there since they shopped the local markets and bakeries daily.

He hated to think what all Momma had purchased for tonight. He’d been joking about Ferragosto, but Momma would be cooking something—a lot of something. Unfortunately, quantity had never satisfied his need for quality, as Sofie pointed out—one reason he’d preferred Nonna’s kitchen to any other.

Not, as Momma thought, because he’d inherited Nonna’s scorn for anything south of Piemonte, but because cuisine from either region could be ruined, and, in their house, the Southern fare more frequently was. Momma was a beautiful dancer and a gifted instructor, but she attacked her kitchen like a member of a chain gang; heavyhanded on the seasonings, maybe to make up for the overthickened sauces, the gummy pastas, and gnocchi that could serve as cement shoes. She just couldn’t find the light touch in the kitchen that she perfected on the dance floor.

If Nonna were herself, she’d have closed down the restaurant with a sign in the window: Family Only Tonight. Then she’d have filled the space with the finest aromas and welcomed Rese with copious servings of perfectly prepared coscia di aguello, leg of lamb brushed with garlic and olive oil using branches of rosemary tied together, and coniglio in porchetta, sausage-stuffed rabbit fragrant with wild fennel. Risotto and polenta to complement but never overwhelm. Nonna’s was the only Northern Italian restaurant in the neighborhood, and she had opened it in self-defense.

Now it was closed indefinitely, until someone decided what to do. He leaned on the wall and watched Rese and Star chat, Star effusing and Rese soberly responding. Even knowing what he did about their backgrounds, it amazed him they’d maintained their friendship. He and Rico had their differences but came from the same streets, schools, and religion. He couldn’t find the connecting point for Star and Rese, unless it was that they’d both needed someone.

Rico batted his arm. “Handball?”

Lance shrugged, guessing the women might catch up for a while and knowing Rico talked easier in motion. There was a court at the park, but he and Rico went down and played against the wall with the closest thing to an old Spaldeen they could find these days. Back when the rest of the country was discovering Atari, he and Rico had still been out there with sawed-off broom handles for stickball, or chalk to make a game floor for skelly, or nothing but their hands and a ball.

Rico set up to serve. “Juan’s back.”

It had seemed strange at first when Rico called his father Juan, but the lack of relationship or even time spent under the same roof explained it. This was his family; this was his home. He had recognized that before third grade.

“When did he get out?” Lance returned the serve hard and high to win the rally.

Rico chased the ball down, then tossed it over lightly. “A week, two. Don’t really know.”

“Parole?”

“Only two conditions with that man. Locked up or paroled.”

Lance served. “Have you seen him?”

Though his parents’ home was less than two miles away, Rico shook his head. Interesting how judgmental Rico could be after their own close calls, when nothing but Tony’s influence had kept them from lockup. But Lance didn’t say so. They played hard for the next few minutes. With his sparrow’s build Rico was swift and cagey. Though not huge himself, Lance had him in strength and form.

They finished one game, and Rico held the ball. “So whatchu really doing?”

Lance stretched and fisted his hand. “Settling things with Nonna involves Rese. I wanted her here to—” Rico’s expression stopped him. “Wha-a-t?” He cocked his head. “I don’t need her approved. This isn’t Naples.”

“May as well be for your Neapolitan family.”

“Napolitano, Calabrese, Piemontese, and, as I have recently learned, one part pure American.” His great-great-grandfather Quillan Shepard without a lick of Italian.

“And you the dutiful son.”

“Tell that to Pop. He thinks I’m the screw-up.” He sighed. His purpose was to enlighten Nonna and get her agreement on their plans for the inn. While he hadn’t set foot on that property until three months ago, it had drawn him the moment he arrived. He loved this neighborhood, all the family and friends and traditions that made it special. But Nonna’s roots were in Sonoma, and it was there his restlessness had stilled.


CHAPTER THREE

How gently on my mind his presence rests,

as though belonging there.

It is my heart he traps and bests,

my hope that he lays bare.




The next time Marco comes, I am prepared. I didn’t know the first time how difficult it would be to resist, but I know it now, and when he suggests the gazebo, I tell him, “I prefer the porch.” I set the swing in motion until he steps close enough that it is either hit his kneecap or stop.

“May I?” Before I can answer he takes his place beside me. The swing protests with a soft creaking voice, but he pays no attention, saying only, “This is a swell spot too.”

Hibiscus and wild roses scent the air, with now a hint of his pomade, which he must use with a light touch because the hair is scarcely tamed by it. “Are you always this bold?”

“Don’t don the gloves if you can’t get in the ring.”

I raise my chin. “Is this a fight?”

“Just a form of speech, Antonia. Courting is serious business.”

I press back into the swing. “What makes you think we’re courting?”

He smiles. I turn away before it can have its full effect. I’ve dissected his smile in my dreams, considering the strong, white teeth, not so straight as to look fake, the full mauve lips that communicate a wry humor and ardor at once, and the shadow of beard scarcely chased away by the razor.

Papa saves me from comment by joining us on the porch. Now we will see Marco’s moxie. He stands and shakes Papa’s hand, and I sense a tension between them, but that is natural with suitors and fathers.

“I think if you’re going to spend time with my daughter, we should talk.”

Marco nods. I decide with whom I spend time, and a word from me now would be a knockout punch before the bell rings. But I watch them down the stairs, then strolling the drive to the Studebaker and past. Papa will like Marco’s owning a car. Having things makes a man responsible and respectable in Papa’s mind.

I don’t need a car because I never want to go far enough that I can’t hear the breeze in the vines, the sparrows in the orchard, the whisper of the pale, thin olive leaves. I know the stars that watch over our land, that turn my window into a diamond-studded swatch of black velvet. The smell of the mist at night, the damp earth in the morning. Marco Michelli’s car means nothing to me.

It is the dark espresso brown of his eyes, the timbre of his voice.

It is the very vanita with which he approaches me. He is a man who knows what he wants, not a baby who wants me to tell him what he needs. And no matter how I try to resist, that excites me. This is not the old country; it is not the old times, but if Papa feels better having his talks with Marco, that’s all right with me. I can tease later, when Marco is fatted on Papa’s acceptance and not expecting it. I know how to savor the moment.



————



Star’s childlike frame quivered as she described singing in the subway tunnel with Rico playing Chaz’s steel drum. With her iridescent eye shadow and cherry-flavored lip gloss strong enough to scent the whole apartment, she looked twelve trying to be twenty. Though two months younger, Rese always felt like a big sister. No blood connected them, but Star expected the petting, the comfort, the freedom of a younger sibling.

She gave only what she wanted, everything on her terms. But Rese was glad she was there. Even flighty and erratic, Star was the only constant in her life—except for God. “When all others fail, He will never fail you.” One time the presence had been so real, it consumed her thoughts and made her fight to stay alive. But that was years ago, and she had only recently chosen to believe it. So far it felt like a decision and nothing more.

“The drum makes these vibrations you can hear forever.” Star made a windy sound with her voice. “And then I sing just like it. No words, just harmonious vibrations echoing in the cement tunnels. It is so synergistic.”

Harmonious vibrations. Synergistic.

“And people give us money for it, stopping to listen or just dropping it in as they walk by.” Star imitated the carefree disbursal of wealth. “It’s crazy.”

“I thought Rico had an agent. Why are you singing in the subway?”

Star tossed her spirals. “The agent’s dragging his feet without Lance. He wanted the whole package, Rico’s drum, Lance’s lyrics, Chaz and the bazillion instruments he plays.”

Would Rico push again to get Lance back in the band? The subway thing didn’t sound like Lance’s music, but …

“Rico’s going to record us in the tunnel. He told the agent we’ve got that Enya sound and thinks the guy might go for it.”

“What about your painting?”

“Are you kidding? This is New York. I can do anything.” She was even starting to sound like them. It was the most positive she’d seemed in a long time.

Rese leaned back. From what she’d seen out the window, they were a long way from Lincoln Center, but if the agent liked their new sound … Star had loved to play Rock Star as a kid, but Rese hadn’t realized she really could sing until that time in the attic when she took Lance’s mic. “That’s great.” She smiled.

Why could Star float so easily from one thing to the next? Because she wasn’t a rock. She didn’t have to be strong and solid for someone else to cling to. Rese got up and walked to the front window that looked out over the urban street. Lance had seemed so cosmopolitan with the diamond in his ear and European chef credentials.

Star came over and stroked her arm. “‘How like a winter hath my absence been from thee.’ ”

Right. Next thing, Star would be on Broadway. Why not? This was New York. Star could do anything.

“It’s only been a few weeks,” she said. Though right now it seemed like a lifetime since Star had left the villa with Chaz and Rico for the Bronx in the maroon van that held their sound equipment. And it had been only hours since Rese boarded the plane with Lance, but already she wished for the villa, the garden between it and the carriage house, the fragrant herb beds and flowering pots, almond and olive trees where Baxter loved to sniff or toss himself down in the shade and loll on his side, tail wagging. She missed the bright open rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows and warm, gleaming woodwork, her own carvings adorning it.

The inn was her business, her project, but also her home. Strangers slept and ate and left. They didn’t kiss her cheeks and pepper her with questions. Besides, it was Lance’s job to answer their questions— if she could ever get him back to work.

Rese frowned. Lance had said he wanted to discuss the inn with his grandmother, to show the old woman what he’d found and tell her what they planned. But it was obvious he had other intentions as well. He wanted his family to accept her.

He didn’t know what he was asking. He hadn’t lived with a woman whose behavior was unpredictable and destructive, whose disease genetically predisposed future generations. Lance thought he wanted a future with her. He didn’t realize she might have no future. As bad as Star’s past was, she could make what she liked of the rest of her life. Rese had been lied to and almost killed, but what happened next might be worse than that.

Lance wanted his family to accept what they didn’t know. Of course, she didn’t know it, either, wouldn’t know until she started having psychotic episodes. Why did she automatically assume she would? That her unemotional self-control, her lack of social skills were symptomatic?

Lance and Rico came in, pearled with sweat and laughing. Lance caught her looking. “All settled in?”

“I guess so.” She had unpacked her things into the dresser that was mostly empty since Star didn’t bother using it. Several of the drawers held the clothes Lance had left behind when he went to Sonoma on his Harley with only his backpack. Would he bring the rest back with him? Or had Rico convinced him to stay?

He said, “I’ll just shower. Then we’ll have an hour or so to walk around before the vultures descend.”

Rese imagined the scene all too vividly. Ever since her mother made them the focal point of the neighborhood, taking her up to the roof to dance, igniting the neighbor’s rosebush, and other things Rese didn’t want to remember, she’d controlled the sort of attention she received. “Wouldn’t you rather hop a plane back to Sonoma?”

He smiled. “I’ll be just a minute.”

When Lance came out smelling fresh and a little musky from his aftershave, she badly wished them at the inn, where she could wield a chisel, or better yet a saw and sander. She needed to get physical with a piece of hardwood.

Lance slipped his keys into his jeans pocket. “Ready?”

“Do I need Mace?”

“Not if you’re with me.”

She’d expected him to scoff.

“If we were touring Rico’s street, I’d arm us both, but this is Little Italy. You’ll be fine as long as you can say ciao and eat fish on Friday.”

She shook her head. “No way I’m passing for Italian.”

He grinned. “You don’t have to.”

The knots in her neck loosened as he took her down the streets, dated and colorful with signs and awnings printed with the names of the shops. The stores themselves were tiny, some selling only one thing, like the D’Auria Brothers pork store with sausages that were mixed and dried right there hanging from the ceiling. Sweet or hot. That was the choice. And the two brothers who ran it had taken over from their father, who opened in 1938.

Her chest clutched at the thought that she had sold her father’s renovation business, especially since Brad said the new owners were not living up to Dad’s standards, to her own. That business with her dad and hero, Vernon Barrett, had been her life until his accident. Now she had an inn—and a new partner.

She had known what to expect from Dad. No one in the world had been more predictable, more grounded in routine. But even he had surprised her. Lance was a live wire, a short waiting to happen. What should she expect from him? Nothing. She would depend on herself. That was the Rese Barrett she knew; not the stranger wearing earrings and looking too much like her mother.

She returned her focus to the neighborhood Lance wanted her to see. Addeo and Sons sold bread and biscotti. DeLillo’s had mini cheesecakes, a rolled cream-filled pastry called cannoli, little cakes and tarts. Egiddio’s Pastry was hardly more than a long glass counter of cookies, but nibbling the cookie Lance handed her, she could see why.

“Ciao, Lance.” Two gray-haired men waved from the sidewalk outside the fish market, beside a portable counter with clams and lemon wedges to buy and eat. They eyed her openly. “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“The less she knows about you two the better.” But Lance turned to her. “Rese, this is Joe and Mario. Gentlemen, Rese Barrett.”

Rese shook hands.

Mario squeezed hers. “You settle on this girl, paesano. She’sa best one yet.”

For a minute she thought he would kiss her, but he let go, and she breathed her relief. Stepping back, she caught sight of something moving— a barrel crawling with she-crabs, according to the label. “They’re alive.”

“Sure,” Mario said. “Taste better that way.”

She hoped they didn’t eat them alive, but didn’t ask. She’d been time-warped and body-snatched into another country, another century.

Joe said, “There was that one with the green eyes.”

“A crab?” Mario looked puzzled.

“Not a crab. A girl. That one Lance brought up from the city, the long legs.” He motioned down his own. “Ankles like sticks.”

“Oh yeah …” Mario nodded. “What ever happened to her, Lance?”

“Moving along now.” Lance took her elbow and walked her past the laughing pair.

“So long, Rese,” Joe called. “Buona fortuna.”

“That means good luck.” Lance drew her around a man hosing down the sidewalk outside his doorway.

She glanced sideways. “Do I need it?”

“Doesn’t hurt.” A poorly muffled car passed in a cloud of dark exhaust. He drew in a slow breath through his nose. “Ah. Summer in the city.” He waved to a compact matron with a pushcart whose face broke into a sea of wrinkles as she called, “Buona sera.”

No wonder Lance had gotten along with Evvy, Rese mused. Most of the people he knew were over sixty—except the girl from the city.

She cocked her head. “Green eyes, huh? Skinny ankles?”

He smiled, looking straight ahead.

“Blonde or redhead?”

He pondered a moment. “Kind of both.”

“Reddish blonde, or a blonde and a redhead?”

He shrugged. “It’s hard to keep them straight.”

She jutted her chin. “So I guess my crush on Brad doesn’t matter.”

“That depends.” He stopped walking.

“On what?”

“If it’s over.”

“Hmm.”

She took a step, but he caught her by the elbow, eased her back against the window of the cheese store, then caged her with his arms.

“He kept things from you too, remember.”

Had he taken her seriously? Her crush had ended as soon as she and Brad vied for the second crew that she’d won three years ago. But for the first time she felt the delicious power of jerking his chain. “Brad promised Dad.” Promised not to tell that her mother was alive in a mental health facility, a small detail that had now rocked her life.

Lance’s gaze deepened. “Then I guess we have a vendetta.”

“Vendetta?”

“I’ll have to add him to the skeletons in my closet.”

She drew herself up. “That’s not funny. Especially after the last one.” Finding the bones of his great-great-grandfather in the dark tunnel under the carriage house had been one of the worst scares of her life.

“Then you have to swear a blood oath never to mention his name again.”

She snorted.

He caught her jaw and raised her face to make his claim, her mouth belonging to his, and it did, and she couldn’t help that, but he let go and started walking. “I’ll see the padrone, tell him—”

“Padrone?” She caught up to him.

“The boss. Tell him there’s a feud. My honor is at stake.”

Like anyone would feud over her. Even Lance said she was manly; bold and direct, unemotional—until she’d broken down and cried all over him. Again, not the stuff of duels.

What made it more hilarious was picturing Brad, fourteen years older and her dad’s friend and confidant. Though he’d hinted at a reciprocal crush, she didn’t believe it. He just wanted her woodwork and carvings for his renovations. He wanted her to make him look good.

Lance nudged her with his elbow. “No comment?”

“I think a blood feud works. Brad’s got some underhanded tricks of his own, believe me.”

His mouth tightened. “I’ll have Stella use the evil eye. Mal occhio.”

Rese laughed. “She could fly to Sonoma on her broom.”

“You think I’m joking. But this is serious. When the woman I love—” His voice caught, and she realized the joke had gone a direction he hadn’t intended. He walked on in silence.

They approached a tree-shaded park with a hexagonal stone restroom, two playgrounds filled with children, and some kind of playing courts. It was neither large nor elegant, but provided a nice respite from the hard streets and buildings. The ice cream truck sat still, playing its music-box ditty, the driver’s head cocked back against the seat as he snored an accompaniment.

She glanced sideways at Lance. “I was kidding.”

“I know.” But he didn’t say he was.
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